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ABSTRACT

As a

nation,

we are concerned about the values our

children learn in school.

Opinions regarding the appropriate

educational content and strategies to sustain and improve our
democratic country span the political spectrum.
studies,

a

field
is

citizens,

especially

to

the

development

concerned with

values

of

good

issues

in

Research on citizenship education has primarily

education.

•

dedicated

The social

focused its interest in the development and assessment of

An important,

appropriate content and teaching strategies.

though often neglected, aspect of social education research is
the investigation of teacher perspectives. This study suggests
that who a teacher is, what she knows, and how she facilitates
relationships with her students has a notable impact on what
passes for social education in her classroom.
Through

formal

and

informal

interviews,

classroom

observations, and artifact analysis this study portrays the
educational

perspectives

history teachers.

of two exemplary

United states"

By placing the experience based narratives

of the participants

at

the center,

I

have

attempted

to

describe and explain their epistemological perspectives as

•

grounded

within

their

everyday
viii

thoughts

and

actions;

essentially their practical theories.
findinqs

are that teachers'

theories matter.

My most significant

do theorize,

•

and that their

Their theories matter because they influence

the types of educational materials and experiences students
will be exposed to, the types of learning skills they will
develop, and the kinds of messages they will receive about our
collective

lives.

understandings

Teacher

students

perspectives

will

develop

also

impact

about

the

democratic

citizenship and the ways in which they interact with others to
address social issues.

Therefore, the nature of a teacher's

social education theory does have an bear ing on life in a
democratic society.
Implications for teacher education include encouraqing
pre-service teachers to reflect upon who they are and want to
be

as

professionals,

interview

teachers

providing opportunities
about

experiences to further
suqqestions
students

to

for

the

social

perspectives,

and

for

•

them to

usinq

field

explore practical theory buildinq.

classroom teacher
issues

by

include

exposing

them

connecting

to

multiple

perspectives, examininq bias in historical interpretation, and
tellinq stories about the common persons' role in history.
Finally, this study provides additional support for the idea
that building classroom environments,
interactions are modelled,

in which democratic

allows students to discuss and

practice participatory citizenship.

ix

•

•
Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE REVIEW

Over the past few years I have been asked many times by
well

meaning

(and

somewhat

research study is about.

interested)

friends

what my

I usually reply that I am concerned

with the personal theories of teaching that social educators
use to direct and inform their practice.
reply is "hmmm?"

The most common

To this I add, by way of explanation, that

I believe we are all actors within our own domain; that we
•

develop reasons for our actions and build further actions upon
our assumptions, our understandings,

and our experiences.

Within each of our lives, we think and move to solve the
everyday problems of our particular existence.

In my study,

I say, I am attempting to speak with and observe teachers in
the daily enactment of their professional roles.
there,

By being

I hope to develop some understanding of the social

action of teaching.

More specifically, I add (if they still

are listening), I am interested in how united states history
teachers perceive and present issues of democracy.

These

issues include many things, but mostly have to do with the
highly contested arena of values education in the preparation
of our children for democratic citizenship.
•

This study is not primarily about how things are or how
1

they ought to be. It is not an attempt to verify some ultimate
truth,

nor is

i t a philosophical

inquiry.

This

is

4It

an

investigation of the theories and practices of two United
states history teachers as they struggle with the goals,
issues, and questions of social education in their classrooms.
In this work I will discuss these teachers' perspectives on
democracy, citizenship education, history instruction, values
education, teaching, and learning, as well as their views of
the roles of students, teachers,
society in social education.

schools, communities and

My voice and the voices of these

teachers will weave together through the work.

I will use

this chapter to explain my perspective on the most important
issues captured in the social education literature, the three
findings chapters to describe and explain the perspectives of

4It

my teachers about themselves, their theories, and practices
and the final chapter to discuss implications for social
education. I hope that in the everyday details of the voices
and the lives of these two teachers the reader will see what
I

have seen; that their perspectives have a crucial and

definitional impact upon what social education is in their
classrooms.

Theoretical lenses
I wear contact lenses and, unlike glasses which I look
through aware of their edges and limits, my contact lenses
become a part of my eye. Unless a

speck of dust lodges

underneath I am unaware of their presence.
2

Theoretical lenses

4It

•

are I ike this,

some we are aware of,

but others are more

imbedded in our assumptions, more a part of our unexamined
selves.
this

Many things that the two teachers said and did in

study were consistent with what I

literature on social education.

have read

in the

Some insights the teachers

attributed to outside sources, others were from within, and
still others were done without spoken awareness. It is not my
goal to match my teachers' thoughts and practices with the
ideas expressed in specific writings or schools of thought
about social education.

In fact, neither of my teachers ever

referenced a theorist by name when discussing their goals,
plans, or practices.
their
•

ideas

were

While they are unlikely to dispute that
influenced

by

what

they

read,

their

perspectives were of a whole, an integration of many things
not talked about in individual parts .. Therefore, it would seem
disingenuous of me to present it otherwise.
As a result,

this literature review is an attempt to

articulate my lenses, the ones I wore into this study which
concern my knowledge and understanding of the issues of social
education, and to place the questions of this research project
into the academic discourse of this field.

These are not my

only lenses, they are just one set I used to interpret what I
was seeing and hearing.

It is important to note that this

focus does not exclude the social education issues that were
close to the hearts and minds of my teachers.

In fact, many

of their concerns resembled those of academic writers.
•

These

shared issues in social education, involving what should be
3

tauqht and how,
review.

serve as the nucleus of this literature

•

In line with my expressed qoal of investiqatinq

teachers' perspectives, I use this space to examine some of
these broader issues of social education and their impact on
the classroom teacher.

More specifically, I will emphasize

theories that concentrate on the role of the teacher as an
active and reflective practitioner.

Soci~l

Education: Hopes, dreams. debates. conflicts

Most parents have some idea about what they hope their
children will qain from public education.

They want them to

be prepared for employment, colleqe, and the everyday tasks of

life.

Equally important to us, as a nation, is what we want

all our children to learn in school.

Opinions reqardinq the

•

appropriate educational content and strateqies to sustain and
improve our democratic country span the political spectrum.
Some citizens advocate indoctrination in values that benefit
particular interests, while others value traininq students
with the knowledqe and skills necessary to solve present and
future social problems.

Many think little social improvement

is required, while others wish to foster radical chanqe in the
social fabric of our society.

The lonq standinq political

conflict over the appropriate socia1ization of school children
has taken place in many venues, includinq the national press,
leqislative bodies,
courts.

community po1itics,

churches and the

On the front lines are school districts, individual

schools, teachers and students.
4

•

•

This broad and constantly shifting debate over social
ization spawned many educational reform efforts during the
past two centuries.

These reforms include the establishment

of the social studies, a curriculum area dedicated to the
development of

~ood

citizens (Barth, 1984).

Social studies

educators have disputed the definition of good citizenship and
the educational practice necessary to develop good citizens
since

before

the

field

was

recognized

by

Education Association in 1916 (Spring, 1990).

the

National

This confusion

surrounding the goals and purposes of social education has
contributed to the inability of reform efforts to produce
substantive changes in the classroom (Stanley, 1985).
Much
•

of

what

is

taught

as

social

studies

can

be

characterized as the transmission of fragmented pieces of
history

(facts) without controversy and context (Sirotnik,

1983, Davis

&

Woodman, 1992).

Students learn little about the

complex society they confront daily, and even less about their
role in its maintenance and change. Socializing children into
any type of political order can be seen as an ideo-logically
loaded practice.

The way we have done this in the past,

despite efforts at reform, has primarily served to maintain
traditional political interests.
dominant

view

criticized

as

of

democratic

The transmission of the

citizenship has

non-participatory

and

been

undemocratic

social education theorists (Greene, 1988).

widely
by many

If past reform

efforts have made little change, what can public schools do to
•

improve citizenship education?
5

The first question to ask is can public education claim
any definitional role in a debate over the meaninqs
democracy?

4It

of

Many critical theorists suqqest that the terms of

this debate have been so long controlled by dominant powers
that opportunities for open and widespread public discussion
have been siqnificantly limited (Apple

&

Beane, 1995). In

fact, the perpetuation of traditional views of democracy have
determined many of the educational experiences students have
in the classroom:
conventional notions of dialoque and democracy
assume rationalized individual subjects capable of
aqreeinq on universalizable and fundamental moral
principles that become self-evident when subjects
cease to be self-interested and particularistic
about qroup rights (Ellsworth, 1989)
Some

education theorists,

argued that

including

individuals are not

fully

Ellsworth,
rational

or

interested, nor are moral principles universalizable.

have

4It

dis
They

argue that conventional ideas about democracy limit the types
of discussion that students have about the meanings of par
ticipatory qovernance. The "self-evidence" that students are
usually asked to seek is merely the uncovering of dominant
views of citizenship and democracy.

They are not invited to

participate in defining democracy (Dewey, 1938), but required
to recite the political rhetoric of the powerful.
backlash

against

multicultural

education

(as

The recent

political

correctness) can be seen as an example of the unwillingness of
those with the greatest power to allow challenges to dominant
views of democracy (Weiler, 1993).
6

4It

•

If we, as teachers and writers concerned with social
education,

are to engage ourselves and our students in a

dialogue beyond hegemonic debate, we may need our curriculum
to pose some difficult questions.
definitions

of

democracy

surrounding debate?

and

Does it challenge dominant
critically

examine

the

Does it include a wide variety of social

issues, even those not at the center of current political
interest?

In a broadened dialogue, status quo definitions of

democracy should not serve as the sole evaluators of our
students' inquiries.

A curriculum with an unbalanced focus on

traditional

like

values

determination,

ambition

individualism,
and competition

limits our students' critical analysis.
•

success

through

(Noddings,

1988)

Including the many

non-political roles citizens have played in the development of
our varied social values may extend their understanding of
damocracy and create more tools for evaluation.

If "the most

powerful meaning of democracy is found not in glossy political
rhetoric, but in the details of everyday life" (Apple & Beane,
1995, p. 103) our discussions with our students may need more
of these details.

A curriculum which includes many points of

view does not undermine democracy, but is at its essence
(Greene, 1988).

As James Banks (1985) says:

We need citizens who are not only acutely aware
of the characteristics of democracy and committed
to its ideals, but who are also aware of the
inconsistencies in our ideals and our behaviors.
(p. 266)

•

Social education is not for the weak of heart.
7

But as

social educators, we too are sometimes caught within the

•

rhetoric of the national debate about values socialization.
Many of us have passionate goals within the reasons we write
and teach; coveted values we wish to communicate.
teachers

and

writers,

the

complexity

of

our

Yet, as
task

is

staggering, the controversy is often disheartening, and the
opportunity for an individual to facilitate transformative
change almost non-existent.
across

many

lines

social educators are also divided

including

class,

ethnicity,

gender,

educational attainment, ideology, professional position, and
power.

These differences often make it difficult for us to

form shared passions and to practice the type of democratic
communities many of us wish to model for our students (Kozol,
1981).

Political rhetoric and the conditions of the debate

•

sometimes divide us from one another, as we struggle to find
some connections for ourselves and our students.
What is it that we do not know?
not do?

Perhaps many things.

What is it that we do

But one matter of importance is

the seeming lack of constructive dialogue among writers,
teachers and others concerned with social education within our
democratic society (Hartoonian, 1991).

After all,

social

education does not want for ideal visions of the democratic
classroom.

They have been with us, at least, since John Dewey

began writing about classroom environment in the early 1900's.
Many of these ideas are exciting and substantive, and have
been incorporated into major and minor reform movements.
like

many

educational

reforms,
8

they

often

But

travel

•

•

hierarchically with little input from those most involved with
their implementation.

FrUstration abounds. Teachers struqgle

to implement democratic education reforms that ignore many of
the obstacles they face (McNeil, 1986), and theorists lament
the mutations their recommendations become in the classroom
(Zilversmit, 1993).
Perhaps one way to foster more productive dialogue is to
closely examine the classroom from the perspectives of the
participants.
researchers

and

practitioners

have

written

about

daily

experiences with democratic education.

These reports, though

limited

attention

to

viewpoints

have

influence
•

Fortunately, in the past twenty years, more

in

number,

that

draw

teachers I

the
on

considerable
educational

practices. They show that when participants' perspectives are
heard, new understandings are found and a broader picture of
the social education classroom emerges (Apple & Beane, 1995).
We see that who teachers are, what they think, and how they
interact with their students are important aspects of what
happens daily in the name of social education.

Constructive

dialogue may require attention to this information.

This

study attempts to add to this dialogue by listening carefully
to the perspectives of two teachers as they construct visions
of social education through their work.

These are visions

that involve them as social actors, theorizers, and builders
of classroom communities.

•

9

Teachers as Social Actors
A social actor, most simply put, is anyone acting through
their role or relationships with others to influence social
outcomes.

•

Teaching social studies is, by this definition, a

social action.

Even those teachers who claim neutrality and

objectivity in the world of values education are communicating
certain

values

about

society

individual's social role.

in

general,

and

about

the

There is no privileged vantage

point from which anyone person can stand above the fray of
society's normative negotiations (Whitson & Stanley, 1995).
We all inhabit positions that, in many ways, block us from
really discerning others' perspectives. Therefore, any teacher
who is engaged in the endeavor of teaching is involved in
social

action of

neutrality.

some kind without

being

able

to claim

•

In other words, teachers' values find their way

into the classroom in one form or another.
If social studies teachers are social actors in this
sense, then who they are seems important to what they teach.
The common practice of trying to "teacher proof" curriculum
packages not only underestimates the impact of individual
teachers on learning outcomes, but also fails to recoqnize the
impossibility of erasing differences between teachers (Giroux,
1985) •

In the name of equal education,

teachers and students)
standard curricula.

differences

(in

are often glossed over to create

This approach seems to serve few stUdents

well, least of all those who are most unlike the norm.
the dominant class receives most of the benefits,
10

Again

and our

•

•

definition of equality remains limited to those thinqs that
are alike (Apple, 1985).

No matter how fair standardized

curriculum sounds to some, it remains impossible to implement
as teachers, for the most part, do not see themselves as
disseminators of the party line.
as

social

actors

who

Rather, many see themselves

interpret

educational

objectives with and for their students.

qoals

and

In a notable study,

70% of teachers surveyed characterized their most pressing
daily dilemmas as ethical problems ariSing in themselves and
with their students concerning what and how to teach (Lyons,
1990).

A curriculum package, no matter how teacher proof, is

interpreted by an individual with her own ideas, perspectives,
and translations.
•

more

productive

Getting to know who teachers are seems a
path

than trying

to

control

for

their

variability.
So who are teachers? Most are women, 90% are white, 75%
are middle class, 57% say they are politically moderate, 76%
say they teach traditional values, and 72% believe the United
States is an open society in which achievements are a direct
result

of

effort

(Leming,

1991).

Across most of

these

demographic characteristics, teachers seem to represent the
status quo.

Numerous studies have confirmed that most social

educators teach traditional values as well (Thornton, 1992).
There may be a variety of reasons for this includinq the above
demographics.

other reasons may be institutional structures

and expectations which limit what teachers do in the classroom
•

(McNeil, 1988, Schwab, 1985), social pressures students are
11

under from peers to conform to certain ways of receiving an

~

education (cusick, 1991), and public political pressures to
teach certain values (Nelson, 1992).

However, all of this is

still interpreted by the individual teacher as she plans and
executes her professional actions.
surface
contexts

definitions

of

who

A glance beneath these

teachers

are

and

the

social

in which they work seems necessary to our com

prehension.
Teachers' views of themselves and their reasons for being
educators are important to understanding the social action of
teaching.

If it is true that a teacher's most siqnificant

daily dilemmas involve ethics and morals, then it is clear
that how she views herself weighs heavily in the interactions
of

teaching.

A

number

of

studies

confirm

the

close

~

relationship between who the teacher says she is and how she
talks about her job (Kelchtermans, 1993, Calderhead, 1993).
For those doing the job of a teacher, Lyons (1990) found:
There is a sense of living up to who you are, of
yourself, your professionalism, your expertise,
your values (p. 200)
Like many other professional roles, teaching can be seen
as an ongoing process of development,
construction of the self.

a continuous social

The ways in which a teacher thinks

about her roles, and the portrayal of her teaching self to
others can be seen as a kind of professional "life making"
(Bruner, 1987).

This is a life making process in which self-

image, self-esteem, motivation, task perception, and potential
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~

~

for growth play important roles in the ongoing evaluation of
what it means to be a professional (Kelchtermans,

~993).

In

other words, the reasons she teaches, the values she holds,
her evaluation of her effectiveness in reaching her goals, her
satisfaction with her particular role, and her perceptions of
what it means to be a good teacher are some of the concerns a
teacher attends to in building a professional life.

This life

is constructed on a daily basis, within her interactions with
students,

colleagues,

educational
teachers

community.

are,

understanding

she

bringing

her

And

may

others'

be

she

and

others

is a

especially
opinions,

in

woman,

as

concerned

the
most
with

and perspectives

Perhaps she "steps into" teaching,

human self

students and others.

if

beliefs,

~986).

(Belenky et aI,
~

administrators

into

her

relationships

with

her

The professional becomes personal, and

the personal becomes professional.
I

like this view of the teacher as a

social

struggling to create a professional sense of self.
idea we can see the human face of teaching.

actor,
In this

It involves the

daily decisions of how and what to teach, and how to react to
surrounding opportunities and limitations.

Within this view

of teaching also live the seeds of change.

In fact,

some

think that to be able to perceive institutions as changeable
we must look at them in this way; we must speak in the "first
person"
teachers

~

(Kozol,
out

~981).

of

the

Striving to leave the humanness of
academic

environment

impossible, but also is undesirable.
1.3

is

not

only

Openly recognizing the

role

teachers

have

in

interpretinq and

defining

social

~

education "as human beings showinq their complexities, view
points,

hesitations, dreams, and passions"

enlarges

(Kozol,

our understanding of education and

p. 12)

teaches our

students about the human face of social action.

Teachers as Theorizers
Teachers fulfill their roles as social actors through the
everyday decisions they make in their classrooms.

These de

cisions are based upon the teachers' own knowledge and the
assumptions they make about how and what should be taught in
the name of social education (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1988).
Their assumptions may be influenced by many things includinq
certain theories of teaching, personal views about social

~

issues, prior educational experiences, district expectations,
student needs, and available resources.

In most cases, the

individual teacher creates plans, implements strategies, and
evaluates her success from within her understanding of her
professional role.

This is an everyday process of makinq

decisions based on personal understanding and within the
context of the school.

Accordinq to Calderhead (1993) it is

important:
to recognize that the knowledqe teachers use in
planning is hiqhly specific; relatinq to particular
children, school contexts, or curriculum materials,
and to recognize that planninq also involves
issues of values and beliefs (p. 15).
An

individual teacher's everyday theory,
14

in essence,

~

•

helps her make sense of her everyday decisions.
a

feeling

of structure and consistency,

assumptions and actions.

a

It provides

way to frame

It is not usually a theory which can

be pulled out of context and examined easily.

As said before,

it happens in an ongoing process.

Even teachers themselves

may

their

have

trouble

articulating

theor ies

in

a

comprehensive way apart from the everyday decisions through
which they are evidenced (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1988).

In

this section we will consider some of the theory building done
by teachers, and more specifically, the varied ways the social
education literature attempts to influence this process.
Teachers hold various epistemological stances.

In other

words, they differ in their views of what knowledge is, what

•

is valuable to know, and in their understandings of the ways
people relate to knowledge.
(1990),

three questions

Borrowing heavily from Nora Lyons
can

be

asked to

assist

in

uncovering of teachers' theory building positions.
calls

these

three

constructions

lithe

(1) What is the teacher's stance toward herself as
a knower? What are the implicit and explicit
assumptions she makes about knowledge and about
her role in knowledge construction?
(2) What is the teacher's stance toward her
students as knowers and learners? Her assessment
of her students as knowers determines how the
teacher
identifies
goals,
strategies
and
evaluations to enhance student development.
(3) What is the teacher's stance toward knowledge
of her subject matter or discipline in interactions
of learning? Her view of the nature of content
knowledge shapes the learning tasks she devises •
15

Lyons

epistemological

interactions of teaching" (p. 208):

•

the

•

Her understandinq of her subject matter interacts
with her assumptions about students as knowers and
influences the ways she collaborates with students
in knowledqe construction,
interpretation and
translation.
One of the most important qoals of this research study is
to

examine

and

discuss

these

three

epistemoloqical

interactions of teachinq with our two educators.
our task

is

to

lay a

foundation

for

But for now,

understanding

these

interactions using some of the social education literature.
More specifically, we will look at writers who recognize the
importance of the epistemoloqical positions of teachers and
try to influence their view of themselves as knowers,

their

view of students as knowers, and their understandings of the
knowledge of social studies education across the questions
outlined above.

We will examine literature that addresses

teachers' perspectives about themselves and their students,

•

their views on social studies knowledqe, and the interactions
of learning.

Teachers' views of themselves and their students as knowers
Historically,

we,

as

a

nation,

have

pectations for our teachers (Johnson, 1989).

held

high

ex

We have required

them to demonstrate a mastery of the content they teach, as
well as expertise in the necessary pedagogical practices.

For

the most part, we have expected them to be models of the
highest

morality,

and

have

vested

them

with

responsibilities of unquestionable authority. Therefore,
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the

it

•

•

may be difficult for them to admit they might be wrong,
mistaken,

biased,

or

subjective.

consistently asked for more
educational
(Johnson).

requirements

We,

as

a

nation,

have

credentials and devised more

to

guarantee

teacher

authority

We have asked for teacher proof curriculum and

standardized testing to minimize the effect of human frailty
(Giroux, 1985).

To guarantee the authority of the position,

a view of knowledge that is product based is upheld.

In this

scenario, social studies has to be seen as information which
can be transferred from the teacher to the student directly,
like

depositing

money

into

a

bank

(Friere,

1970) •

Unfortunately, this traditional view of the teacher has been

•

at the center of social education for at least eight decades.
The transmission of social science information from teacher,
as authority figure, to student, as passive recipient (Cuban,
1982) has been the primary mode of instruction.
In this transmission model, passing along information is
the focus of social education.

While the content of the

curriculum has been argued vehemently over time, it most often
resembles mainstream culture,
Barth & Shermis, 1977).

knowledge,

and values

(Barr,

The prevailing role of teacher as

authority may have many costs.

First, it might narrow our

view of acceptable knowledge by seeing it as that which can be
taught objectively and within status quo boundaries (stanley,
1992).

Second, it may set up teachers to fail the litmus test

of infallibility and cause the broader public to blame them
•

for our many social problems (Hartoonian, 1991).
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Third, i t

might alienate our students from participation in their own
education (Apple & Beane, 1995). And finally, it may allow us
to overlook that what we know is an unfinished part of an
ongoing process.

•

If knowledge is seen more as a process in

which we know some things, search for others, and realize
there is much we may never know, then education can refocus on
the processes of learninq (Ellsworth, 1989).

Do not misread

me here, subject knowledge is crucial to this process.

In

fact, the more teachers know about their discipline area the
more willing they are to participate in non-teacher controlled
instruction (Muskin, 1991). But information is only a tool in
the ongoing workings of knowinq and understandinq.

Discipline

knowledqe is limited and constantly changinq and is better
seen as imperfect renderinqs of reality, not as indisputable

•

facts (Mathison, 1994).
It

seems

that

some social

education teachers

view

knowledge as universal facts, others see knowledge within an
ongoing process of better understandinq.

While traditional

instruction dominates current practices in social education,
there have been some cases in which teachers'
knowledge

as

an

ongoing

process

have

views of

influenced

their

educational practices and subsequent stUdent outcomes. In two
notable stUdies by 5ylvester (1994)

and Harwood and Hahn

(1990), the researchers found that teachers who viewed their
discipline

area

of

history as

incomplete,

ideoloqically

biased, and conflict filled devised strategies which allowed
their students to participate in discussing, analyzing, and
18

•

•

evaluating social education content. Harwood and Hahn reported
that controversial discussions of social education information
were positively correlated with increased political par
ticipation, positive political attitudes, greater interest in
current events, stronger perceptions of civic competence and
expanded student initiated social/political discussions.
seems

that

teachers

who

viewed

knowledge

as

It

something

constructed in interactions with and among their pupils were
more likely to encourage a

similar perspective in their

students (Pagano, 1988, Lyons, 1990).
Sharing ownership of knowledge involves the teacher in
assuming a different role in relation to her students.

If she

admits her partial knowledge then she places before her
•

students her human, subjective self.

She places the

I

back

into teaching by accepting her imperfect knowledge, and brings
students into the we of learning (Kozol, 1981).

She shows

herself as "an adult who learns in public" (Atwell, 1989, p.
10).

Establishing spaces in which students and teachers feel

safe to pursue the pedagogy of the unknowable requires high
levels of trust and commitment (Ellsworth, 1989).

It involves

valuing stUdents for their experience and knowledge, listening
to them openly as they attempt to make sense of the world, and
believing in their ability to be successful (Belenky, et aI,
1986).

Liking children is not enough reason to teach.

Rather

open discussions about relationships, social responsibility,
and the "ethics of caring" become the primary concerns of the
•

social education classroom (Noddings, 1988).
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Building these environments

It may be

is not easy.

especially difficult to overcome the limits of the institu
tional structures of schooling (McNeil, 1986).

In many ways

•

the machine of education overwhelms the changes an individual
teacher and her students can make in the classroom (Kohl,
1967) •
bias

in

But in some respects, teaching students to see the
school knowledge,

to question authority,

and to

develop their understandings may be an irreversible process.
If students

see themselves as

interpreters of

knowledge,

essentially as knowers, then it becomes more difficult to tell
them they are not.

But can we pass the responsibility for

institutional change onto our students?

Perhaps we already

pile too much obligation on their young shoulders.

The

writers I have cited in this section encourage us as teachers,
academics,
support

administrators ,

new

relationships

politicians,
among

and

teachers

citizens ,
and

•

to

students.

Ellsworth (1989) proposes a way to begin this dialogue:
If you can talk to me in ways that show you
understand that your knowledge of me, the world,
and
'the Right thing to do',
is partial,
interested, and potentially oppressive, and if I
can do the same then we can work together on
shaping and reshaping alliances for constructing
circumstances in which students of difference can
thrive (p. 322).

Teachers' views of social studies knowledge
Are there constructed circumstances in which all of our
students

can

thrive?

Social

theorists

have

attempted to answer this question for a number of years.

They
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education

•

•

have

tinkered with

the

content

of

the

curriculum,

the

strateqies of teachinq, and more recently, have challenqed the
epistemoloqical frames of the social studies curriculum and
related disciplines.

While many theorists encouraqe social

studies teachers to recoqnize that curriculum knowledqe is
partial and ideoloqically slanted, the persistence of tra
ditional instruction can be dishearteninq.

As mentioned

above, teachers who view the content of social education as
incomplete and often biased, endeavor to teach their students
in the same ways. Those who see the curriculum as factual, or
are unwillinq to teach otherwise for institutional or personal
reasons, teach their students not to question the authority of
status quo interpretations.
•

I believe this latter position

has become uncomfortable for many teachers in recent years.
people whose stories have not been included in the status quo
versions of social education knowledge are wonderinq alOUd
where

their

stories

are,

and

are

pushinq

for

a

reinterpretation of our collective social past and present.
The question becomes in our pluralistic society, what
content best represents our social complexity?

Amonq others,

many multicultural and feminist educators say it is not the
narrow version of content which has always dominated public
school curriculum (Banks, 1987, Nieto, 1992, Sleeter & Grant,
1988) •

White,

European and male perspectives which have

qenerally characterized this content have been challenqed by

•

educators who advocate the inclusion of previously unheard
voices.

Just addinq new faces to the curriculum is not
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sufficient, however.

Better representations of social reality

•

require critical examinations of the criteria which determine
what is seen as important to know (Noddings, 1992).

The

traditional standards used to assess the validity of school
knowledge may prevent us

from

seeing different ways of

defining social positions and values.

Sources of information

that have been considered inappropriate including fiction,
narrative, biography, autobiography, letters, and oral his
tories have been suggested to fill the gaps in the curriculum
(Greene, 1993).

In addition, explicit study of the struggles

of minority groups against ongoing discrimination, prejudice,
and oppression

(Sleeter

&

Grant,

1988)

further challenge

assumptions about our society.
Disagreements among historical educators also offer some

•

important insight into the problems with bias in the social
studies curriculum.

Many believe that the goals of social

education are best served by focusing on the common person's
role in history, rather than just those in prominent political
positions

(Nash,

1989,

Zinn,

1980).

The

conflicts

and

controversy that surround our society need to be included in
the curriculum to make it more relevant and realistic (Davis
&

Woodman, 1992).

Again, emphasis is placed on including

students in the construction of knowledge by presenting many
divergent stories about our collective past.

Through these

stories students can see that people and circumstances have
been viewed in a variety of ways, and most importantly, that
status quo versions of history which support dominant social
22

•

•

values are suspect.

And perhaps, to ultimately learn that if

common men and women have been involved in social change, then
they,

as students, may have an important role in society

(Kozol, l.981).
There are many ways that writers have tried to influence
teachers' views of social studies knowledge.
critical

perspectives are

Multiple and

added to textbooks,

curriculum

quides, pedagogical strategies, teacher magazines, in-service
programs,

and national quidelines.

Some have

been

in

corporated into the classroom as apolitical addenda, deflated
in meaning and impact (Apple, 1985).

Others have been used by

teachers to change the way their students think about our

•

society,

past and present •

The National Council for the

social Studies (NCSS) has been involved in the revisioning of
social education on a broad scale.

Their national standards,

published in 1995, asked teachers to view the content and
processes of the discipline in non-traditional ways.

NCSS's

stated outcomes for all social studies students reads:
The informed social studies student applies
personal and public experience to content
perspectives plus habits of mind and behavior
that respect the relationship of education
(learning) to the responsibility to promote
the common good. (p. x)
According to these standards every stUdent should be
taught

to

view

the

content

from

multiple

perspectives

including personal, academic, pluralistic, and global.

In

addition, the standards call for the teaching of "reflective
•

thinking"

which engages students
23

in critically analyzing

citizenship,

democratic ideals,

public policies,

and the

Ness units are to be organized

definition of the common good.

thematically around ten areas including culture, individual

•

identity, groups, institutions, power/authority, governance,
and civic ideals and practices.

While the guidelines have

their critics from many points along the political continuum,
in essence they ask teachers to expand their view of the
curriculum,

and to

include their students

in the

inter

pretation and construction of social studies knowledge.
Teachers do hold various epistemological stances.

They

do see themselves, their students, and the content of their
discipline in different ways.

The way in which an individual

teacher views knowledqe is integral to the everyday decisions
that she makes in her professional role.

Her construction of

•

knowledge, along Lyon'S (1990) three dimensions, is central to
her theories of teaching.

In this section, I have presented

many of the arguments which urge teachers to view their
knowledge as partial, interested, and continually changing.
This perspective seems to influence a teacher's conception of
her role, her relationships with her students, and her social
studies goals and practices.

Teachers' as builders of classroom communities
Active student involvement is not a product of learning
theory that accidently wandered into social studies.

Rather,

it is at the center of what social studies has always wanted
to do, namely prepare students as citizens in a participatory
24

•

•

Dewey

democracy.

(1938)

set the pattern by claiming the

importance of having students practice democracy through a
process of reflective inquiry, not unlike that discussed in
the recent

Ness

standards. His vision had many profound and

lasting effects on education, not the least of which was the
idea that classrooms could serve as models of democratic
community .

It

demonstrated

was

more than

fifty

years

ago

that

Dewey

in his Chicago lab school how this might be

accomplished. Many theorists and practitioners have elaborated
and implemented his recommendations with greater and lesser
degrees of precision and success (Zilversmit, 1993).
Dewey's

•

views

of

classroom

democracy

remain

Many of

compelling,

especially his emphasis on allowing students to make decisions
about what they want to learn and how they want to learn it.
To cultivate the knowledge and skills necessary to actively
participate in democracy, Dewey believed students needed to
practice choosing relevant issues, discussing and analyzing
diverse

opinions,

and

acting

upon

their

own

decisions

of

Freedom

(Westbrook, 1991).
Maxine

Greene,

in The

Dialectic

(1988),

explains the necessity within a democracy for the creation of
public spaces for the collective definition of social issues
and for imagining possible alternatives. She sees traditional
education as not providing these opportunities.

In fact, she

believes it isolates students from each other by highlighting
individual achievement and personal gain.
•

This supports the

notion that freedom from interference (negative freedom)
25

is

the primary definition of freedom in United states democracy.

~

Greene reminds us that Jefferson viewed freedom as collective
and active, as the responsibility and honor of participation
in shared self-qovernment (positive freedom).

She affirms

that Dewey shared this positive conception of freedom and
viewed schoolinq as the opportunity to educate citizens about
their own power in a democracy to make decisions within the
context

of

relationship

and

responsibility

for

others.

Educators are encouraqed by Greene to create these public
spaces in their classrooms by helpinq students look beyond
status quo perspectives and to see that autonomy alone does
not guarantee freedom:
Rather than posinq dilemmas to students or
presentinq models of expertise, the carinq teacher
tries to look throuqh students' eyes, to struqqle
with them as subjects in search of their own
projects, their own ways of makinq sense of the
world. Reflectiveness, even loqical thinkinq
remain important; but the point of coqnitive
development is not to qain an increasinqly complete
qrasp of abstract principles.
It is to interpret
from as many vantaqe points as possible lived
experience, the ways there are of beinq in the
world (Greene, 1988, p. 120).
Are there teachers who have done this?
studies can be found
stories

illustrate

in the literature,

that

community buildinq ideas.

teachers

views

of

While not many
few compellinq

experimentinq

with

I would like to conclude this lit

erature review with an example of a
conventional

are

a

~

content

teacher who challenqed

knowledqe

and

pedaqoqical

practice in social education. Barbara Brodhaqen, a 7th qrade
social

studies

teacher,

described
26

her

experiences

with

~

•

reforming her classroom environment in The Situation Made Us
Special (1995).

Thirty-six students were randomly assigned to Brodhagen' s
classroom at the beginning of the school year.

This resulted

in a heterogeneously mixed group, including a few students who
had been labelled learning disabled. Brodhagen described her
approach as "constructivist"; one in which the students and
teacher planned the curricular and instructional aspects of
the class together.
constitution

The class developed and ratified a

describing

ponsibilities.

their

rights

and

shared

res

In groups, students took questions that they

had about themselves and the world, and developed themes to

•

comprise the structure of the curriculum.

They identified

activities which used differing learning styles to explore
these areas of study.

The class decided to use the lenses of

democracy, dignity, and diversity from their constitution to
investigate

their

curricular

themes.

They

asked

tough

questions, sought answers both in and out of class, initiated
a quest speaker series, and organized and participated in
parent-teacher conferences.

Finally, they used peer and self

evaluations to assess their work.
What about this situation made this class special? There
may be many individual and group characteristics which made it
unique, but this classroom community was successful because
the

•

teacher shared power and

authority openly

with her

students (Apple & Beane, 1995). It was participatory because
the teacher flattened the traditional classroom hierarchy.
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The essence of their community was the belief that all members

•

could articulate and act upon their goals and purposes for
learning (Belenky et. al, 1986, Atwell, 1989). Who the teacher
was, her epistemological perspective, and her commitment to
modelling democratic community made this situation special.
By collectively and critically examining classroom roles and
goals and through imagining more egalitarian social relation
ships, Brodhagen created the trust necessary to the practice
of participatory democracy.
Many people have many things to say about the appropriate
preparation of our children for their individual and col
lective lives in a participatory democracy. While the public
debate about citizenship education has had some inf luence, how
teachers interpret their daily work within the context of this

•

debate, in the districts which they work, and through their
own professional lenses also matters. This study poses that
who teachers are, what they think, and what they do in the
name of social education are integral to our understanding of
the field, but also to our plans for change.

By focusing on

teacher narratives with the purpose of investigating under
lying epistemological interactions as described by Lyons, this
study will employ important aspects of a feminist epistemo
logical orientation.

In other words,

I

am assuming that

teachers' views of themselves as knowers, their perspectives
on their students as knowers, and the ways in which they view
the knowledge of United states history impacts their students'
experiences

of

social

studies.
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I

am

proposing

that

by

•

•

listeninq

carefully

to

these

which

include

teachers' qoals, experiences, motivations, obstacles, hopes,
and passions, we will see social education as it is and as it
can be.

•

•

perspectives
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•
Chapter 2
RESEARCH METHODS

My questions and why they are important to me
While you are in the middle of forming a life, one of the
only true advantages seems to be hindsight.

Choices often ap

pear reasonable at a given time, but you wonder if they create
a whole, if they work together somehow to make sense out of
commitments made, enerqy expended, and battles chosen.

When

I left counseling to pursue a doctorate in curriculum studies,
most who knew me were quite shocked.

Why not pursue a PhD in

•

psychology, open a private practice, and continue working in
the areas of human development to which I had already devoted
some ten years?

It was a good question.

But knowing I had

other interests aside from those reflected in my heretofore
chosen profession, I tried to activate my hindsight to see
what: I could possibly want to study in such depth as is
required by doctoral work.

While counseling certainly rated

high, I saw questions that I wanted to answer, things that I
wanted to know that seemed to revolve around broader areas of
social justice and education.
All I am able to conclude from these interests is that I
am

truly a product of my experiences and my relationships.

My

earliest memories from my childhood are of walking through a
30

•

•

busing riot in Boston, the assassination of Martin Luther
King,

Waterqate,

and my mom building a remedial reading

program in a rural school district from scratch.

I remember

every summer reading all sorts of donated books to see whether
they would be useful in her classroom.

I remember long family

discussions about social responsibility, social change, and
the importance of equality.

While my parents always offered

us the freedom to chose our path in life,

there was an

underlying value expectation that'we should contribute to the
social good in some way. Two of us went like my Mom toward
education, and two followed my father into science fields as
medical researchers.
to
•

Through many activities, I devoted time

learning more about the ways that I

might offer my

contributions.
Education was not always my first choice.
undergraduate,

I

majored

in

political

expressed wish of going to law school.

In fact, as an

science

with

the

I had plans to work

for a conqressperson, or a social service agency on issues of
social welfare.

After being disappointed by the hegemony of

the law and politics, I chose to follow the interests I had
developed

in

counseling and

college student

development

through my roles as a Resident Assistant and Executive Officer
of the student Association.

This is how I ended up pursuing

a Master's degree in counseling and a career as a college
counselor. I now see that pursuing a PhD in social education
has allowed me to unite a variety of these long hel.d pursuits.
•

Counseling, the act of working individually or in a qroup to
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assist

in the growth and development of clients,

is an

•

educational function. And social justice issues, including my
most persistent concerns for equality, access, participation,
responsibility and freedom, are equally at home within pol
itical science, education, and counseling domains.

While I

could claim that this epipbany arose from some sort of
spiritual and intellectual meditation, it really happened as
a result of looking through the many papers I had written over
time, from high school to the present, and seeing a clear line
of topics no matter what the course.
change

In fact, I had argued to

many course requirements to

fit

into my ongoing

preoccupations.
So what are these questions that have given so much
meaning to my academic and professional life?

As a budding

•

academic I would like to say they are profoundly original or
at

least

highly

intellectual,

excessively practical.

but

in

fact,

they

are

In a nutshell, I have always worried

about social issues of equality; I have always been concerned
about issues of community; I have always wondered about the
lack of faith in education and teachers; and more recently, I
have been interested in how education tries to influence the
individual development of students in socially responsible
ways. From these questions and concerns, I not only chose my
graduate program, but my topic for my dissertation.

I decided

to narrow down these broad questions for this project and to
focus on finding some responses to more specific versions of
these questions within a distinctive context.
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I chose an

•

•

•

obvious classroom study, united States history, to ask these
more

specific

questions

about

social

responsibility

and

participatory democracy:
(1) What goals and purposes do United states
history teachers claim for their curriculum?
(2) What is their perspective of United states
history?
What content do they think best
represents our social complexity?
What do they
think about claims
of bias,
exclusion
and
ideological influences?
(3) How do they define democracy and citizenship?
What knowledge and skills do they see as necessary
to develop participatory citizens?
(4) What kinds of classroom experiences do they
employ to further their goals? What resources and
materials do they prize?
(5) What types of classroom relationships do
teachers value?
How do these influence their
classroom climate?
Do students participate in
classroom decision making? Are students valued as
knowers as well as learners?
(6)
What types of conditions and obstacles
influence
the
goals,
content,
instructional
practices and social relationships in the two
classrooms? Are they discussed with the students?
(7) Do the teachers consider themselves theorizers?
What are their perspectives on the processes of
their practice? In what ways do they most commonly
reflect upon and develop their own practice?
(8) What are the broader social conditions that
influence the teachers' abilities to theorize?
What forums do they have to articulate their own
theories of praxis?
My goals for this project, in summary, were twofold.

I

wished to learn how the perspectives of individual teachers
concerning

issues

of

social

justice

and

participatory

democracy shaped their curriculum goals and practices. I also
wanted to learn what these perspectives attempted to teach
students about democracy and social responsibility •

•
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Choosing a method to match my goals
To try to describe and analyze someone else's perspective
seems to require a lot of details about the individual and her
social milieux.

•

since the purpose of qualitative research is

to specifically describe a phenomenon within a particular
context, I found my starting point.

I was anxious to wade

into the environment and to pullout some "thick" (Geertz,
1973) descriptions of the voices of the two United States
history teachers and the interactions of their classrooms.

I

wanted to focus on what my teachers had to say about their
work,

and what they said and did in the name of social

education. In other words, I wished to understand particular
perspectives by attending to the language and interactions of
my participants (Calderhead, 1933).

To accomplish this kind

•

of phenomenological research I chose a protocol which included
extensive interviews with each teacher, other opportunities
for more informal discussions with the teachers, significant
classroom

observation,

student

interviews,

and

chance

opportunities to speak with other members of the schools.
With these

ideas in mind

I

returned to the qualitative

research literature to seek advice and anticipate problems.
Many qualitative researchers have criticized traditional
qualitative research for

claiming a privileged objective

viewpoint from which they interpret the meanings of the actors
in the study.

They have extended qualitative methodology to

include comments upon the social/political characteristics of
the

interviewer,

the

participants'
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feelings

about

being

•

•

studied,

the

quality

of

the

relationships

between

the

researcher and participants, and attempts by the participants
to use the researcher as an information source (Oakley, 1982).
My study involved extensive repeated interviewing in which
most of the above concerns were crucial.
researcher,

Oakley, a feminist

found that the intimacy necessary to establish

trusting relationships with female interviewees depends on
reciprocity:
It is clear that, in most cases, the goal of
finding out about people through interviewing is
best achieved when the relationship of interviewer
to interviewee is non-hierarchical and when the
interviewer is prepared to invest her own personal
identity in the relationship. (p. 41)

•

In fostering a connection with the participants, I was
explicit about my goals and methods, I provided access to all
information from the study at all times to the participants,
I assured them of confidentiality, I tried to answer their
questions,

I

offered information,

I carefully listened to

their concerns and theories, I encouraged collaboration, and
I tried to make resource referrals when asked.
I

In addition,

recorded my ongoing comments about the development and

characteristics of the research relationships.
While I found the relationship between the researcher and
the participants was one aspect of the context of the study
that was useful to explore in depth, other issues concerning
the context required equal attention.

My study attempted not

only to record the discussion and actions of the classroom,
•

but

to

actively

question

the
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commonsense

assumptions

underlying them. Using the analytical methods of problem
atization and defamiliarization

(Thomas,

1993),

I

looked

broadly at how ideology influenced educational theory and
practice within these two classrooms.

•

Problematization is a

process by which assumed definitions of situations and ideas
are actively and critically examined, and defamiliarization
looks at the same concerns from a variety of vantage points
(i. e., gender, ethnicity, social class). The questions raised
through this critical process were continually explored and
used to inform the conceptual thematic frames generated by the
study.

This included constant cr i tical examination of the

ways in which I spoke and wrote about my findings.
Although I was informed by a variety of works,

this

research project, in theory and method, is consistent with

•

important aspects of a feminist empistemological orientation.
By placing the experience-based narratives of teachers at the
center of this study, I have attempted to describe and explain
two

teachers'

epistemological

perspectives

within

their

everyday thoughts and actions (Lyons, 1990), essentially their
practical theories.

The questions I asked, the methods I

chose, and the focus of my findings, by and large, reflect
this orientation.

This is a social project for me as I

believe that it is crucial that "those who have daily access,
extensive experience and a clear stake in improving classroom
practice" have more formal ways for their "knowledge of
classroom

teaching and

learning

to

become

part

of

the

literature on teaching II (Cochran-Smith and Lytle, 1993, p. 5).
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•

•

The

implications

involved

of this social

collaborative

work

project

with

the

for

this

study

participants

in

identifyinq research questions from the problems of practice,
gearing

findings

toward

practical

applications

for

the

classroom, and valuing teacher professional knowledqe as a
integral source of social educational theory.

Closely ex

amining the practical theories of professional educators not
only supports teachers as knowers,

but reminds us of the

context in which education happens.

Choosing participants
In order to provide thick description of the teachers and
their classrooms I limited this study to two teachers.
•

I pre

viously studied one of the teachers and wished to remain with
her as I found her to be a thoughtful, articulate, and re
flective practitioner.

She graciously allowed me to continue

interviewinq her and sitting in her loth grade United States
history classroom.

Mary, as I call her for this work, was in

her mid-twenties, white, middle-class and from a more con
servative area than her present school.

She taught in a high

school of 1,000 students who were mostly white middle to
upper-middle class in a small, suburban district housing a
liberal arts college.
The other teacher, Ruth, was recommended to me also as an
exemplary practitioner by the Dean of her district.

This

recommendation was strongly echoed by other teachers and
•

students.

Ruth taught 8th grade United States history in the
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school district in which she had attended.

This middle school

(6-8th grades) also had approximately 1,000 students.

•

The

district can be characterized as working class with a highly
mixed ethnic composition (25% of Ruth's students were Asian
American and African American). Ruth was white, middle-class,
in her mid-thirties and had been teaching for six years at the
time of the study.

Prior to teaching she worked in banking

for a number of years and completed her undergraduate and
masters

degrees,

education.

on a

part time

basis,

before

entering

Both of these teachers were considered exemplary

by me and by others.

I chose to focus this work on out

standing teachers to offer a detailed description of theory
and practice which is considered exceptional for the purpose
of analysis and modelling.

In a similar vein, Nel Noddings

(1988) advises researchers to:

•

purposefully seek out situations in which educators
are trying to establish settings more conducive to
moral growth, and study these attempts at length
over a broad range of goals and with constructive
appreciation. (p. 180)

Collecting Data
Of paramount importance to me initially was establishing
strong working relationships with these two teachers.

In our

early meetings, I spent a great deal of time describing the
goals of my research, as well as the mechanics, including how
often I would like to visit and how the interviews would be
conducted.

In detailing my goals I constantly emphasized that

my purpose was not evaluative, but constructive.
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I told them

•

•

that :I wanted to learn about what they did in the name of
social education.

:I wanted to hear what they thouqht about

their positions and how they characterized their role within
the classroom,

the school,

the district,

auspices of social education practice.

and the

larqer

My qoal, :I told them,

was to present their stories of social education and to
document what they did that made them popular and successful
teachers.

Mary had already read my pilot study, so she was

confident in her understandinq of my expectations of our
relationship.

She seemed to trust my methods and qoals and

welcomed the opportunity to discuss some of her own concerns
and questions about her practice.

•

:Initially, Ruth was not so sure despite my assurances
about my intentions.

It took a few interviews to make her

more at ease with my presence in her life and her classroom.
As someone recommended to her by her Dean, I anticipated her
initial reaction miqht be one of hesitation.

However, after

a few weeks and a number of conversations, we connected across
a similarity of concerns and ideas.

While it is hard to

characterize relationships that started in such a formal way
as friendships, I believe now they have developed into both
professional and personal connections.

With Mary, I noticed

this first when we met for lunch one weekend and hardly talked

about work.

With Ruth, I noticed this shift when talkinq with

her on the phone.

Her husband asked if it were for him, and

she said "No, it's one of my qirlfriends. tI
•

The formal interviews conducted for this study all took
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place within the teachers' classrooms.

I met with them each

~

during their free periods and spent about forty-five minutes
on average discussinq their work.

Each teacher was inter

viewed formally 11 times and informally, over the phone and
over lunch, at least eight more times.

While information

gathered in the informal interviews was usually brought up by
the teacher, I began all the formal interviews in the same way
with the open ended question, "What has been going on in your
class this week?"

I chose to use open ended questions because

they "better serve to conceptualize cultural knowledge than a
deterministic grid" (Hamilton, 1993).

I continued with open

ended questions and verbal encouragements throughout

the

interviews to allow the teachers to arrange the agendas for
their discussions.
important

to

It is my

someone

usually

belief that what
rises

to

the

conversation, especially if the floor is open.

is most

surface

~

in

Occasionally,

I asked specific questions for clarification and sometimes
would ask follow up queries from previous interview comments.
As the interviews went on, I found myself asking fewer
questions to keep thinqs goinq, and the teachers providing
more and more direction to the interviews.

I also found that

most of the questions that I had about social education were
addressed

by

the

teachers

in

discussions

of

their

own

concerns. While I can attribute the thoughtful and meaningful
data that I

received from the participants to their own

merits, I also feel that the open-ended nature of my questions
and my expectations provided a connection that positively
40

~

•

facilitated the process and outcome of this study.

r

As mentioned,
perceptions

about

was primarily interested in the teachers'
their

practice.

I

information with other sources of data
interviews,

classroom observations,

trianqulated

this

including student

artifact analysis,

and

short conversations with other involved parties, by will or
accident. I conducted open ended interviews with four stUdents
from each school.
students,

but

I asked the teachers to choose the four

to

select

a

cross

section

based on

their

interest in the course, class level, relationships with the
teacher, and grades received.

Mary handed out twelve consent

forms to various students and the four who had them signed

•

first were interviewed by me.

She allowed them time during

class to meet me in the hallway to discuss the course.

I

assured each interviewee that this information would not be
shared with the teacher, and basically just asked for their
impressions of the course and the teacher.
question I used was "Do you think all
United States history?

The only specific
graders should take

Why or why not?"

This question was

asked to all participants at the end of the interview.

Ruth

chose four students from her class, who she also characterized
as a cross section.

I met with these students during their

free periods in a guidance counselor's office provided by the
principal.
and

•

All teacher and student interviews were audiotaped

transcribed

within

a

week

to

assist

with

further

questions •
I conducted classroom observations in both schools over
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the course of a year.

I sat in on approximately 40 classes of

Mary's and 40 of Ruth's.

•

Half of the time, I attended classes

once a week, alternating Mondays and Wednesdays.

The other

half, I attended classes in two to three day blocks allowing
me to observe multiple day activities.

For most of the time

I observed the same classes, but occasionally, especially in
Mary's school, switched classes to see a different group.
During one semester in which Mary had a student teacher this
was necessary in order to see Mary teach.

During classroom

observations I collected a variety of types of fieldnotes.
sometimes I would focus on what the teacher was saying, other
times on student responses or reactions.

Occasionally, I ob

served a small group at work on a project, focusing solely on
their interactions. My fieldnotes were kept in a notebook, and

•

although they were analyzed in their entirety for emerging
theories, they were only transcribed in part for inclusion in
this document.
Artifacts including handouts, tests, quizzes,

project

descriptions, curriculum guides, mission statements, syllabi,
and reproduced articles were collected from the teachers.

I

also was allowed to view some student work, usually presented
as examples by the teacher in interviews.

While the artifacts

were collected when I was in the classroom, I had enough to
provide a pattern of typicality for both classrooms.
conversations

with

administrators,

students happened quite unexpectedly.

other

Finally,

teachers,

and

I was asked to meet

with both principals on the spot when I presented myself the
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•

•

first day.
my

These meetings consisted of asking me to clarify

purpose,

and

of

the

principals

providing

unsolicited

information about the goals and direction of their school.
Other

input

included a

guidance

counselors'

tour

of

the

building, a couple of meetings with the Dean of social studies
in Ruth's district,
students.

and comments from other teachers

and

Overall, it took one and one-half years to gather

these voices together.

Analyzing Data
My first

step was to transcribe all

interviews as I went along.

•

follow-up

questions,

preliminary

data

but

of the teacher

This was important in forming

also

analysis.

served
From

the

a

crucial

role

transcriptions,

in
I

organized my impressions of the data and began to categorize
the emerging themes into codes. In developing these emergent
codes I tried to listen to what the teachers stated as most
important in their practice, while focusing somewhat on the
questions that I had brought into the study.

While in some

cases my questions were altered, for the most part they were
fairly

parallel to the teachers'

interests.

I

may

have

weighed the importance of a question differently, but I have
tried in my findings to illustrate the tones and significance
assigned to the issues by the teachers.

This is not to say

that I have excluded my voice, as this is both impossible and

•

unnecessary.

Rather,

since I

found the responses to my

queries grounded within the teachers' descriptions of their
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thoughts and actions, I have tried to be true to their source
and expression.

~

In Mary's and Ruth's descriptions I found

consistent patterns of thoughts and actions which served as
the framework for organizing and understanding the data.
To triangulate my initial findings, I used the developed
codes to organize the other points of data including field
notes from classroom observations,
interview transcripts.

artifacts,

and student

In addition, I kept a journal of my

impressions during both the data collection and analysis
phase.

This served to keep track of emerging ideas and themes

as well as provide ongoing insight into my perceptions of the
relationships I was forming with the participants. I used this
journal to remind myself of questions I wished to clarify,
either with my teachers or my dissertation advisors.

As

~

relationships were an important theme, my journal provided
useful insights into the development of these connections with
the teachers.

I worked differently with the various types of

data, clearly preferencing teacher interview data over the
other forms as the main source of information about the
teachers' perspectives.

Building my findings chapters around

this interview data obviously influenced the content, but also
the tone, as much of it comes directly from the teachers.

It

was my desire, in representing their perspectives, to offer
enough of their voices to authenticate my claims about their
practices.

While my views are heard within the selection,

organization, and analysis of the data, I have attempted to
render a faithful picture of the thoughts and practices of
44

~

•

these two teachers .
The first findings chapter to emerge from the data was
chapter 4, entitled

"Teacher as theorizer".

emerged first in the data for a few reasons.
with my introductory goals for my proj ect,

I believe this
It coincides
which were to

interview teachers about their curriculum perspectives and
practices.

Additionally, my early relationships with the

participants formed around professional concerns, as befits
initial purposeful interactions with people you barely know.
The teachers willingly talked about themselves,

but spoke

mostly within the context of the types of questions I asked
and the types of information that they thought I would want to

•

hear.

However, material for chapter four was enhanced and

changed as I watched the patterns of what the teachers said
and did over time.
of

teacher

to

The findings concerning the relationships

students

(chapter

five)

developed

slowly

throughout the process and relied both on what the teachers
said to me about their classroom and on my observations of
their interactions with their students.

The autobiographical

statements made by the teachers, found in chapter three, also
were

products

relationships.

of

the

positive

development

Like many relationships,

of

our

you get to know

someone better over time and through shared experiences.

Working toward a representation of teachers' perspectives
With this project,
•

explain

the

perspectives

I

have attempted to describe and
of
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two

exemplary

united

States

history teachers for the purpose of seeing how their views
influenced their work.

4It

In trying to represent their voices I

am sure that I have made errors, as a complex task like this
would assume.

I do feel, however, that I have captured the

tone of both teachers' ideoloqies and practices. By usinq many
interview excerpts within my findinqs,
h~r

reader will be able to

I

believe that the

the teachers' voices and decide

for herself whether I have represented their visions of social
education.
My position as outsider to these environments may have
compromised

my

understandinq

of

the

teacher, but I do think that it also had some benefits.

One

important

the

contribution

and

representation

an outside view

can offer

is

opportunity for teachers to make sense out of their work to

4It

someone who does not share the same inside understandinqs.
Both teachers commented on how much they enjoyed tryinq to
explain what they thouqht and did in a
holistic way.

broader and more

In addition, my position as an outsider may

have allowed them more freedom to discuss opinions about the
school

that

insiders.

were

politically

problematic

to

share

with

While I am not makinq a case that the research

method of this paper is the best way to look at teachers'
perspectives, I am sayinq that it has some benefits that may
not be realized in other ways.
With this work,

I

hope

I

have also

offered another

academic writinq which values the inclusion of teachers in the
onqoinq discourse of social education.
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It is important to me

4It

•

to support the work of classroom teachers by illustrating the
ongoing contributions many teachers make everyday within the
haze of competing political ideologies and dujour reforms.

I

see my responsibility as an academic in the field of social
education, to continue with research of this kind, as well as
to work to empower teachers to conduct reflective studies on
their own.

I am not sure that I can say that this particular

work will assist with inclusion, encourage teachers to self
reflection,

or give practitioners their professional dUe.

Perhaps it only will serve as a starting point for me.

But

after having found little research concerning the perspectives
of teachers, I experience this lack of practitioner voice as

•

detrimental to the understanding of social education.

people who shape education the most are so little heard, what
can we really know about the actual goals and practices of
social education?
of

enough

ongoing

It is these questions that I think will be
interest

to

support

my

researcher, and to inform my work as a teacher •

•

If the
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career

as

a

•
Chapter 3
DESCRIPTION OF TEACHERS AND INITIAL FINDINGS

A Stranger in a strange Land
As a new person in both of these teachers' school con
texts I saw my initial purpose as one of impression gathering.
Mostly I was quiet and concentrated on observing the visual
fields unfolding before me, both human and inanimate.

It took

awhile to know both teachers and to feel comfortable within
their schools.

Like any stranger I still remain uncertain in

my understanding of what I saw and heard.
describe

my

initial

impressions

of

the

schools, and their classroom interactions.

In this chapter I
teachers,

•

their

other chapters

will provide more detail about the theories and practices that
the teachers shared with me through their words and actions.
The first task, I believe, is to introduce you to Mary
and Ruth.

To do this I will trace hoW I first met them and

share my beginning notions of their schools and their class
rooms.

I will comment upon the development of my rela

tionship with each over the time I spent in their classrooms.
Then I will ask them to speak about why they chose to teach,
what their training was like, who they wanted to be as
teachers, and how they perceived their school environments •
48

•

•

Finally, a summary of the characteristics that Ruth and Mary
claimed as integral to their teaching success will be de
scribed.

From all of these modes of introduction it is hoped

that a pencil sketch will emerge of these two teachers that
will serve as a guiding image in the further consideration of
their theory and practice.

In the initial stages of project development, I discussed
this research project with a faculty member at a nearby
college.

She immediately suggested that I speak to Mary as a

possible participant.

She characterized her as a young, but

active, innovative, and reflective teacher.
•

I telephoned Mary

that evening to see if she would consider being involved in a
pilot study.

She asked a few questions, said yes, and invited

me to her classroom to observe and interview her.

We sche

duled a date for the following week.

First impressions
I knew where the high school was because I had played
tennis there a number of times over the past few summers.

I

arrived ten minutes early and only had to find the main office
where I had arranged to meet Mary.

I parked in what I thought

was the front of the modern brick building, but there seemed
to be no main entrance and signs for the "gym", "music center"
and "art department" convinced me I was in the wrong place.
•

I travelled back down the main road to a long winding side
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entrance with a formal lookinq siqn for the school.
looked promisinq.

This

•

About a hundred cars were parked by the

buildinq where I also found a space.

As I walked toward the

buildinq I searched for the appearance of a main entrance, but
all the entries seemed like back doors.

From this vantaqe

point I could see that the school bad many levels that did not
stand atop each other in stories, but travelled up the incline
of a qraded hill.

The buildinq seemed squat because of the

larqe brown square roofs that hunq over most of the red brick.
Lonq rectanqular windows were encased upriqbt alonq most of
its visible faces.
I entered one of the back doors which made a peculiar
sound which I associated with a broken lock.

A chain hunq on

one of the outside handles and was held toqether with a
padlock, maybe a replacement.

•

Just beyond the door was a

landinq with steps qoinq up to the riqht and a pair of qlass
doors to the left.

I passed throuqh the doors and headed

qenerally toward the center of the buildinq.

I passed an

empty cafeteria on the riqht then rounded a corner to see
about eiqht lonq benches in rows fastened to the floor in
front of another cafeteria entrance.
sittinq there alone and I
office.
request.

A tall younq man was

asked him to direct me to the

He politely, thouqh confusedly, tried to answer my
"It's really hard to qet there from here" he said as

he directed me throuqh some more qlass doors, some steps, more
steps, more doors, riqhts, lefts ...•

Clearly overwhelmed by

the task, he tried to explain it aqain.
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As he was on the

•

•

verge of taking out some paper to draw a map, I assured him
that I would take his first few suggestions then ask someone
else.

He seemed relieved of the responsibility.

After five

minutes of twists, turns, doors, steps and three more guides
I arrived at the front of the building where the main office
was wedged in between the gym and the music center!
Unbelievably, I was still a few minutes early and the
secretary invited me to sit on a soft couch in the main part
of the office.

This room was large with five secretarial

desks arranged in two rows.

There was no barrier separating

the staff's area from the reception area.

As I sat, three

women were helping a female student select gifts from a school

•

name catalog.

They all were smiling and laughing and fully

engaged in the task with the student. Other men and women
(teachers

and

administrators)

walked through

the

office

continuously. Some stopped to inquire into the gift selection.
When the buzzer sounded the end of second period the level of
activity increased, but no one seemed particularly rushed.
Students came into the office with questions and concerns, all
of which were responded to pleasantly and respectfully.

After

a few minutes, the receptionist called down to my teacher's
room, but got no answer.
they had seen Mary.

One responded, nShe's in her room, I just

left her a minute ago. II

•

She asked a few adults near her if

The receptionist tried again, still

no response.

Now a number of people became interested in

making sure I

found Mary.

A tall man with qraying hair

offered to walk me to her room, which I gratefully accepted.
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As we walked, he asked if I

found the school

layout

•

confusing and then explained its arrangement to my nodding
head.

Apparently the wings, which all have different floor

numbers, were divided by subject area.
several

administrative

counselor offices.

assistants,

Each wing also had

and

a

few

guidance

Although not housed in the social studies

wing, my tourquide was a quidance counselor of some tenure at
the high school.

As we walked, he told me more about the

physical layout of the school and its demoqraphics.

Mary was

just coming back to the room and qreeted me with an apology
for forgetting about our meeting.

As we sat down, I briefly

described the parameters of my project again to which she had
no further questions.

She seemed very comfortable with the

format, focus, and potential outcomes of the research.

She

•

saw "no trouble" in qranting me the interview time and invited
me to observe whenever I was able.

The rest of the period was

taken up with a formal interview.
The first thing I noticed about Mary was her smile.

It

was warm and welcoming, with the kind of affect that makes you
immediately comfortable in her presence.

She seemed in

terested in listening to what I had to say, almost wanting to
like me.

It was the same qreeting I have since seen her use

everyday with her students.

Mary was smaller in stature than

most of her students, but she moved around the room with a
quiet kind of gracefulness.

She was soft spoken,

both in

individual conversations and in front of the class.

She

rarely raised her voice with her students, relying on a lifted
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•

•

hand or a set of chimes to gain attention when needed.

Though

not loud, her voice was usually enthusiastic and animated.
When talking to the class,

she focused her attention on

individual students, looking around from one face to the next.
When stUdents worked in qroups, Mary

circulated among them,

qrabbing a chair to join in rather than standing over them to
address questions. I never saw her sitting at her desk, in
fact her chair was always piled high with her coat and bags.
She looked young, not much older than her students, but her
presence clearly distinguished her from her pupils.
dressed nicely, but in a comfortable and casual way.

Mary

Her room

seemed to mirror this casual comfort as well.
The square classroom was of a pretty large size and had
•

one floor to ceiling window on the far wall looking over a
grass courtyard.

The floor was of standard grayish linoleum

and the walls seemed off-white, although being covered with
pictures, photographs, and student collages of the 1920's made
it difficult to tell.

A long blackboard extended across the

front wall and shorter one was on the side by the door.

Most

of the student desk/chair combinations were in uneven rows, as
if they had been hastily moved back into position.
Mary I

S

desk was in the front far corner covered with

books, articles, handouts, newspapers, and student work.

A

laptop computer and small printer occupied center position on
the desk, but was seen later on a nearby table for student
use.
•

Bookshelves ran above her desk and were crowded with

history related books.

More bookshelves were found in the
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back of the room and included at

least thirty different

•

history textboOks and a hundred or more related fiction and
nonfiction titles.

The posters and photoqraphs which covered

the walls focused primarily on social history.

Some examples

included the great black migration, women in history, Chief
Joseph, Ansel Adams photographs, and other historical prints
by American artists.

Admid student work on the front board

were red, white and blue posters depicting the five themes of
the American studies curriculum:
The
The
The
The
The

American Dilemma: Individualism vs. Conformity
Melting Pot: Old World vs. New World
American Success story: Fact or fiction?
American Social conscience: Theory and practice
American Frontier Spirit: Past and Present

Establishing a relationship
Mary's openness and willingness to participate in this

•

study made it easy to build a strong working relationship.
After the first few interviews, Mary became so familiar with
the open-ended format that she initiated the subjects for
discussion without any prompting from me.
the most

The interviews for

part were dictated by her compelling interests

concerning her teaching for the week.

I

only varied the

subject if I needed further clarification.

We always spent

part of our time together catching up on personal information.
We knew

some of the same people,

had some of the same

interests, and talked about recent experiences outside of the
scope of the study.

I

found these personal discussions

crucial to the establishment of a trusting connection.
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While

•

•

I

never used it as a

strategy,

in hindsight I

see this

naturally occurring connection as central to my understanding
of the teacher, as well as to her comfort level with me.
In many ways the connection we established on both a
personal and a professional level worked reciprocally (Oakley,
1982) •

We made our work together an ongoing conversation

about ourselves as people, as well as educators.

By sharing

some of my own thoughts, ideas, and experiences with Mary, I
believe it was less threatening to her to talk in depth about
herself.

Again, this was not a conscious strategy on my part,

but just a description of the type of relationship that seemed
to feel most comfortable to us both in the given circumstance.

•

While Mary always seemed glad to see me whenever I visited,
over time she enjoyed the opportunity to discuss her teaching
in detail and to ask for reactions and feedback.

My genuine

enthusiasm for her practice forged a professional alliance
that seemed to allow Mary to share her hopes for her social
education classroom.

We shared goals, strategies, and ideas

across our similar roles as teachers and discussed our ideals
for the practice of social studies.

With Mary, I never felt

she was telling me what Z wanted to hear as an evaluator, but
that she was trying to put into words who she was as a teacher
and a person, and how she hoped to inspire her students.

Ruth
The first time that Z travelled to Ruth's school I was
•

invited to meet with the Dean of Social studies, whom I had
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contacted throuqh a friend.

I was there to hear about his

4It

qoals for the district and to ask him to recommend a teacher
to me who miqht fit the parameters of my study.

I was in

terested in a school district that was different than Mary's.
I chose Ruth's for a number of reasons includinq its more
urban

location,

its workinq class demoqraphics,

qreater diversity.

and

its

I was hesitant about takinq an insider's

recommendation, but as I was lookinq for an exemplary teacher
it seemed a reasonable risk.

First impressions
I received detailed directions from the Dean and arrived
at the school more than twenty minutes early.

The buildinq

was on a main road, an impressive qray stone with two tall
staries.

4It

The only color was the royal blue of the front

doors. The district office was a smaller, also qray, buildinq
attached by a corridor to the middle school.

I went straiqht

to the district office to check in and used my extra time
perusinq materials on display racks in the entrance way.

I

chose a few that miqht be useful and sat down to have a closer
look.

One was a social studies periodical put toqether by the

Dean with historical information of interest to teachers in
the district.

On the front paqe was a story about some new

findinqs concerninq the exhumation of John Wilkes Booth in the
late 1800's.
After I had waited for fifteen minutes, the Dean qreeted
me and asked me to follow him.
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We went throuqh a crowded

4It

•

hallway and down a flight of stairs to a good size conference
room.

Before we entered, he pointed to his office across the

hall which he shared with an assistant and one of the other
Deans.

The Dean began our conversation by saying that the

high school United states history teacher he had in mind for
my study was out on sick leave indefinitely.

He was hesitant

to recommend the other two U. S. history teachers as one had
a student teacher and the other was brand new.

He gave me two

choices, either an eighth grade U.s. history teacher, or a
high school European history teacher.

I explained that as my

study focused on U. S. history, the eighth grade teacher, if
willing, would be my choice.

•

We then spent about thirty

minutes talking about the Dean's background and goals for the
department.
Following this discussion, the Dean suggested that we go
over to the middle school so he could introduce me to the
eighth grade teacher he was recommending.

I replied, "Maybe

it would be better if I phoned her later," but he thought it
best to mediate.

As we walked along I was somewhat distressed

by meeting the teacher this way.

Although I did not know her

relationship with the Dean, I was worried that she would feel
compelled to participate if he asked her.

I was not sure what

this would mean for my relationship with her, but all I could
do was wait.

And wait I did, as the Dean asked me to remain

in the hall for a few minutes until he ran the idea by her.
Ruth came with him into the hall somewhat surprised to
•

meet me.

still she was very warm and cordial.
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I briefly

explained my goals, and then arranged to speak with her over
the phone later that week.

~

She very nicely said, "Sure you

can observe, no problem," but I sensed some apprehension.

As

I turned to walk back down the hall the principal approached
me.

He introduced himself and assured me, within earshot of

both Ruth and the Dean, that Ruth would be happy to help me
out.

He also offered to assist me with any questions.

Everyone was very friendly, but I felt uncomfortable with the
way things had transpired and spent the drive home wondering
what to say to Ruth when I telephoned.
When I called her the following evening I explained in
detail how everything came to pass in such an awkward manner,
and that I did not want her to feel compelled in any way to
participate.

She shared that she was a little surprised, but

~

after asking a few questions about the project, expressed her
desire to be inVOlved.

I told her that my impressions and

findings would not be shared with the Dean, and that I only
met with him for some background information on the district
and for a recommendation of an exemplary teacher.

She assured

me that her relationship with him was comfortable and open,
and that she did not feel compelled by him to participate.
After such an uneasy beginning, I knew some work needed to be
done to clarify our mutual expectations.

I thought I could

still hear some uncertainty in Ruth's voice.

We arranged a

time to meet during her free period two weeks later to further
discuss the project, and to begin the interviews and classroom
observations.

In the meantime, I sent her some material which
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~

•

explained my project in more detail.

My initial impression of

her from the phone was very positive.

She was articulate and

seemed very caring about her students.
The second time I was in the building I took more notice
of the surrounding environment.

The main office for the mid

dle school was right inside the bright blue doors, and I re
ported there directly. No visitors were allowed to walk around
without a pass.

I asked the secretary for assistance, and

after hearing why I was there she handed me a visitors' sign
in sheet and a pass to pin to my clothing.

On some occasions

the pass I was given said "visitor," other times it said
"volunteer."

•

Upon hearing my story the principal peeked out

of his door and asked me to come in.

He did not appear to

recall me immediately, but as I explained the circumstances of
our last meeting his face registered recognition.

He asked a

few questions about my project and the University, saying that
his wife attended a graduate program there as well.

He pro

vided some general information about the school, and again
offered assistance to me if I should need any.
Already knowing the way, I followed the yellow tiled
hallway to Ruth's classroom. I remember feeling very small in
this corridor as it was wide and the ceilings were unusually
tall.

I imagined some middle school students might feel the

same way. I arrived outside Ruth's door early so I examined
the student work hung on the walls outside her classroom.
This is something I did frequently while I waited for the bell
•

to ring.

Every few weeks the postings changed, and during the
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course of the year I began to become very familiar with the
work of Ruth's students.
When the bell rang I was buffeted about by a sea of

•

students and just barely managed to hold my position aqainst
the wall so as not to be swept downstream.

When the activity

died down a bit, I waded across to Ruth's room and found her
talking with a student by her desk.

Her free period was not

until third, so she welcomed me briefly and told me that as it
was Monday class might not be that exciting.

Then she

escorted me to a table in the rear of the room to observe her
first and second period classes. After seating me, Ruth turned
her attention immediately toward her students, greetinq most
of them as they walked in the door.
I was sitting in a square yellow room, with the desks in
rows.

The appearance of the entire room was organized and

neat.

There were posters, pictures, and artifacts allover

the walls,

but they were hung aesthetically and made

•

a

pleasing mosaic. The bulletin board behind me told the story
of the early explorers and the Native American societies they
encountered through pictures and maps.

Allover the room

there were signs saying "Assume nothing, II "Attitude makes all
the difference," and "Don't snooze read the news."

Numerous

globes were perched in various places, and maps were visible
on three of the four walls.
lined the far wall,

Windows with cabinets underneath

and the shelf above the cabinets was

mostly empty with a set of textbooks on one end and a few
racks of clearly labelled stand up folders on the other.
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A

•

•

blackboard on the other side wall had "goals" as a heading and
listed three goals for the day and tlhomework" as a second
heading with two assignments underneath.

These two categories

were always on this board, and as the semester progressed I
noticed more and more students consulting it at the beginning
of class.

Ruth's desk sat just inside the door and was neatly

covered with books, assignments, materials, a few balancing
sculptures, and a mini lava lamp.

A lectern occupied the

center position in front of the class and Ruth's attendance
book and materials for the day rested there.

Over the lectern

and attached to the board was a sheet of poster paper with
some information about exploration.

•

Nothing else but the day

and date was written on the board.
It was only a few weeks into the year, but I immediately
sensed a rapport between Ruth and her students.
that most of them seemed to like her.

It was clear

They responded to her

authentic smiles and open manner with rapt attention and
smiles of their own.

There was a sense of comfort permeating

this class, but also one of business.

Ruth seemed interested

in her students personally, but was also focused on their
learning.

My first impression of her as a teacher was of

caregiver, facilitator, but with a professional presence.

As

she said herself in a later interview, "We have a lot of fun
in here, and sometimes we're kind of silly, but we get a lot
done."

This impression of Ruth was supported by her physical

appearance.
•

She dressed nicely, not in business suits per se,

but in outfits that were well put together and professionally
61

casuaL

Her short blond hair always looked newly styled.

Her

•

manner with the students, while open and carinq, was confident
and articulate.

EVen when she was honestly admittinq that she

did not know the answer to a student question, she did this
comfortably.

She was able to laugh at herself in front of the

students without a shred of sheepishness or loss of dignity.
It was an impressive mixture of style, grace, confidence, and
openness and the students seemed to respond to it quite
positively.
Ruth exuded energy and excitement about the material.
She spoke in an enthusiastic tone with the dramatic intent of
a

storyteller.

She moved around the class

frequently,

travelling up and down the aisles facilitating discussion or
checking student progress.

When the students worked in

•

groups, Ruth walked around assisting those who requested help
and observing the rest.

Encouraging phrases were offered to

individuals, groups of students, and to the whole class.

Even

in our interviews she praised her students, often reaching for
examples of their work to share with me.

"Look at this one"

she said as she showed me an interactive notebook, "Isn't this
great?

I had no idea she was such a good artist!"

These

types of comments she also shared directly with her students.
She praised their work, but also talked with them about other
things, from the previous night's basketball game to asking
one student swimmer for shampoo advice for chlorine damaged
hair.

In all the time I observed, she did not seem to have

any favorites, but directed her warm attention to most of the
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•

•

students in turn.

The four students I interviewed all said

that they liked her because she was interested and concerned
about them.

They all claimed a personal relationship with her

that was different from their other teachers.

Establishing a relationship
Havinq already discussed some of the difficulty of our
introduction, it is not surprising to learn that it took a
little lonqer to establish a strong working relationship with
Ruth.

After a week of observing and interviewinq I wrote in

my research journal:

•

I
feel that Ruth is still a little unsure about my
expectations about the study. I am not certain if
she yet feels comfortable with my presence in her
classroom. Both of the two initial interviews were
pretty short, and I sense she is not yet sure how I
miqht be evaluatinq her. But Ruth always walks me
back to the office and we have an opportunity to
talk about more personal matters which seem to be
startinq to forge a stronqer relationship between
us.

As with Mary, getting to know Ruth involved much more than
askinq questions about her teaching, it required reciprocity
(Oakley, 1982). By sharing personal information about myself,
as well as my goals for the project, quite naturally (and
maybe obviously) our relationship developed.

The necessary

trust grew out of conversations about who we were as people,
not from the many claims I made about the qoals of my project.
Ruth, like Mary, connected with me throuqh shared ideas and
goals about social education, genuine interest in teachinq,

•

and mutual support of each other's work.
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The more classroom

experiences we shared together, and the more discussions we

~

had, the more understanding I gleaned about Ruth's goals and
practices.

While I had some idea of the type of relationships

I wished to establish with my participants, both Mary and Ruth
reminded me that I was a person first and that it is people
who connect with each other across all types of interests and
life experiences.

Being asked to be myself in conversation by

these two teachers was the best research advice I have ever
received.

Why Teaching?
So far you have listened to my words and my impressions.
Now it is time to hear what Mary and Ruth had to say about
themselves as teachers.
they

wanted

to

become

In this section we will ask them why
teachers,

who

influenced

~

their

conceptions of the role of teacher, what their training was
like, and lastly, about their career plans.

Background influences
When I asked Mary and Ruth why they wanted to become
teachers there was no hesitancy, no searching, in either one's
response.

They both seemed to have reflected upon this

decision a great deal and, while the reasons they gave were
not uncomplicated, they were well considered and articulated.
Mary and Ruth had strong convictions about teaching which
caused them to make the kinds of commitments they had to the
field.

These

convictions were
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the

result of

the many

~

~

experiences, both positive and negative, that Mary and Ruth
had had with education, as well as the conceptions they had
about who they wanted to be as adults.

We will begin with

Mary's reasons for choosing to become an educator.
Mary

did well in math, science and history throughout her

school career.

Having been a good student, she was advised by

others to pursue science because it was generally considered
a difficult subject. She intended to be a physics major and to
become an engineer or a teacher.
the

school

environment,

In addition to always liking

having

attracted Mary to education.

two

siblings

who

taught

Her first introductory course in

education at her small liberal arts college fixed this choice
for her.

~

Not only did she find the prospect of teaching

appealing, but she found educational issues "fascinating." To
Mary it was like "coming home. II

In the same semester, she

took her first college history course (Latin American history)
and was reminded how much she "loved history. n

The social

issues encountered in the study of history, like the social
issues found in the study of education, were of most interest
to Mary.
pursue

She decided to choose history as her major and to
secondary

department.

When

certification

through

I

more

asked

Mary

the

education

specifically

attracted her to education, she replied:

~

I think there were a lot of things. I think that my
observation at (name of inner city school) were a
really powerful part, because it was such a
different
experience
than
the
educational
experience I had growing up. I also think it made
me look back on my years in school and think about
what influenced me. I had several teachers growing
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what

•

up who were really important to me and •••• were
wonderful people who made a big difference in my
life ••• I always knew I wanted to do something,
which is a big reason I gave up physics ••• because I
really wanted to work with people, I certainly
didn't want a lab existence, cut off from the
world. There needed to be more people who were in
teaching because they cared about kids and because
they really want to make a difference .•••• That's
very important to me, that my students feel that
they can be successful •.•• and know that I care
about whether or not they are successful.
Mary's field experience in her introductory education
course seemed to solidify her commitment to become a teacher.
She said that she always wanted to work with people and to
make a difference in their lives.

Mary's interactions with

teachers, siblings and otherwise, influenced her to consider
education, but her experiences observing in the classroom
pulled it all together into a viable career choice.

Later she

•

said of this training, "It made me look critically at what I
had done in high school and to think about how I would do it
differently. If

Wanting to make a difference was Mary's most

compelling motivation for choosing teaching, and this interest
in social justice carried her back to history which she saw as
the secondary discipline area most concerned with social
issues.

Mary's favorite course in college was "Women in

Education" which looked historically at women's roles
education, as well as their present-day concerns.
of

this

course,

"I

was

so

totally

into

all

in

Mary said
of

the

readings ••••• my reaction was 'Wow, this is so awful, I've got
to change this, I've got to help make it better.'"
Making a contribution to social understanding and change,
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•

•

as we have seen, was the main motivation for Mary's decision
to become a

secondary social studies educator.

chapters we will discuss Mary's

In later

position on teaching for

social change in detail, but for now it is important to reveal
that Mary's ideas about what to teach differed from some of
her

primary

In

influences.

this

next

excerpt,

Mary

differentiates her political views from her mother's:
I come from a very conservative family.
I would
characterize them as Reagan democrats, who have now
totally turned over to the Republican side of
things, and who are working class people.
It is
kind of interesting ••• I went to a high school that
was more mixed than here, much more middle and
working class than here, it was pretty traditional
for the most part, but I found a couple of really
wonderful teachers.

•

I can clearly remember having very political ar
quments with my family about history when I was in
high school. My mother is such a 50's person and I
love her dearly, but she is totally stuck in the
50's.
One time I came home and she said, I don't
know how we got onto this, but she started talking
about McCarthy and how he wasn't a bad quy, and he
just wanted what was best for the country and all
of this stuff •••• I was just like, "Oh, my God •• how
could you say that, he was horrible, it was like a
witch hunt" and on and on and then she's like "Well
what are you, some kind of communist? ..... and "No,
I'm not a communist, that's ridiculous and com
munism isn't really a political philosophy any
way, it's an economic theory." So here I am this
junior in high school arquing with my mother.
All of the influences on Mary's perspectives can not be traced
through the

data,

however on many

occasions she

claimed

teachers as important to her ideas about social issues.

Even

in the above challenge of her mother, Mary uses an academic
response about the categorization of communism as an economic

•

theory to finalize the debate.
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By resorting to school based

knowledge, we see a hint of its influence on Mary's worldview.

•

Hints and conjectures aside, what is clearly visible is Mary's
early critical view of her family's values.

In all of her

descriptions of her educational experiences in high school and
beyond, her critical standpoint was evident.

She claimed to

look at most information, regardless of the source, with a
critical eye.

This was her wish for her stUdents as well, to

look at everything critically, including the information she
presented and the views she professed.
Ruth was also strongly motivated by her concern for
children and her love for working with people.

Upon qrad

uating from high school she worked in banking for several
years, but found it "boring" early on.

For seven years she

went to night school so she could become a teacher.

When I

asked her why, she replied:
I like teaching because I love the kids, they're
fun. You have to enjoy this job ••• you know that •••
you do so much work at home, and if you don't enjoy
it ••• there's just no happy medium. I was a banker
for ten years •••• I thought it was boring, it was so
awful •••• I always wanted to be a teacher so I
thought why don't I pursue that. I got a lot of
support from family and friends and I just pushed
to finish it. It took seven years of night school,
so
I
didn't start teaching
until
I
was
thirty •••• fortunately I got a job here, this is
where I graduated from.
I really
do like
teaching ••• l think 8th grade is a very interesting
year because they really grow.
It is a difficult
year for them hormonally ••• it can be very confusing
for them.
I would never want to be in 8th grade
again. A lot of kids come to school with problems
that you really have to take into consideration.
Lanquage barriers also ••• we have a lot of children
of Asian immigrants and I find that I have to be
really considerate of the way they speak and write.
I got into teachinq because I love kids •• that's
the bottom line.
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•

•

That Ruth wanted to become a teacher is quite obvious by her
willingness to work so hard for so long to accomplish that
goal.

The primary reason she stated was her love for children

and her

interest

Ruth was

in their problems.

strongly

committed to the growth and development of young people.
recognized their difficulties,

She

she empathized with their

positions, and wanted to be an important part of the guidance
they needed.

To Ruth, having a career to which she could make

this type of commitment was crucial and necessary.

She did

not want to choose somethinq "boring" and "awful" again.
During the time I

spent with Ruth,

she made a

few

comments to me and to her classes that indicated she saw

•

herself as a reluctant student in middle and high school.

She

told me that she found school somewhat borinq and meaninqless
overall, with few teachers standinq out as exceptions.
own

educational

experiences

seemed

to

carry

a

Ruth's

neqative

impression and part of her motivation to teach was to offer
something better than what she had had.

I asked her why she

chose to teach history:

•

History classes were boring and I swore that there
must be a way to convey this material that would
make it interestinq and worthwhile ••••• I think
history is meaninqless unless it is discussed and
connected to the present. I think that is why so
many people pounce on history as a useless and
meaninqless subject, because for so many years it
was just memorization of facts, well that is just
borinq and stupid.
I don't remember one borinq,
stupid fact or date from when I was taught history,
but if someone had connected it for me it may have
made sense. I just didn't understand what it was
about, it never made sense to me.
Ruth wanted her students' educational experience to be better
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than hers.

She wanted history to "make sense" to them and was

committed

to

teaching

in

worthwhile and meaningful.

ways

that

made

the

•

material

While she talked earlier about her

general interest in children as a motivating factor in her
teaching, she spoke of teaching her students to make sense of
history with more passion.
Like Mary, Ruth did not possess an aimless concern for
the development of her students, but wanted to teach them to
connect the social issues of history to their own lives.
wanted to

be

She

more important to them than her own teachers were

to her, but not in some unspecified way. Rather as a fac
ilitator

of

socio-historical

understanding.

On

numerous

occasions, Ruth talked about her love for "social history."
She believed a focus on the everyday lives of the "common

•

people" not only served to make history interesting to her
students, but fostered their appreciation of their place in
the world.

She summed up her position on teaching social

history with "the common folk are like us."

Training
Like influences, training seemed to be characterized in
many forms by these teachers. Mary and Ruth saw their training
in a somewhat fluid way that included both formal and informal
ex-periences in this category.

College courses, field ex

periences, student teaching, in-service training, and pro
fessional development workshops were all mentioned, as was the
importance of learning from personal experience, students,
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•

colleaques, administrators, parents and other community mem
bers.

To Ruth and Mary,

learning was an onqoinq process

involving a variety of sources.
Formally, Mary received her Bachelor's deqree from a
prominent,

small,

liberal arts cOlleqe.

She majored

in

history and was in the certificate proqram in secondary
education. As previously mentioned, Mary found her courses in
the education department extremely influential.

She credited

them with developinq in her a more reflective and critical
view about education, both of her own experiences as well as
others she observed _

"I would give the biqgest amount of

credit to the education department at

•

(name of College)

because they taught me how to think critically and gave me
opportunities to observe and tryout teaching."

Mary later

stated that the hands-on experience of student teaching was a
crucial part of her training_

"You talk about theory so much

you think I can chanqe the world •••. then you qet into the
classroom and tlaaaaqqhhh' there are all these people sayinq
I don't want to call you Miss (last name) because you're only
three years older than us."
What Mary learned through the experience of teaching was
equally important to her understandinq and practice.

On one

occasion she talked about her first professional job as a
teacher working in another state.

Her time was split between

two schools and two qrades, 6th and 8th.

It was a less than

satisfyinq experience:
•

I taught 6th qrade social studies which was a world
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•

history course and I taught 8th qrade •••• post Civil
War American history and that was torture, because
I bad a class of 30 kids, 30 heteroqeneously
qrouped 8th qraders ••• with a really incredibly wide
range of abilities.
I taught with a team of
teachers, but since I was only there half of the
day, I got only half of the kids and it really cut
down on the effectiveness of a full team process.
Mary went on to say that not being a full team member made it
difficult for her to know, let alone impact, the inner city
students in her classroom.

She felt so "in-between" the

schools that it seemed hard to be a part of either effort.
From this experience she learned the importance of beinq a
full time player in the school environment.

Althouqh she had

been only at her current school for three years, Mary was
deeply involved in curriculum decisions for her department and
in a number of other activities in the school community.
showed appreciation
colleqiality

amonq

for her school's
the

faculty,

attempts

found

to

valuable

She

foster

the

op

•

portunities to discuss varied concerns with her team, and
thought many of the

in-service attempts at professional

development were worthwhile.
Mary

souqht

professional

development

outside her school environment as well.

opportunities

Most notably was her

attendance at a highly competitive summer history proqram
sponsored by the National Endowment for the Humanities (NER).
With a small qroup of history teachers, of which she was the
youngest

by far,

Mary

spent three weeks

discussinq the

influence of reliqions on united states history.
interview followinq her trip to the proqram she said:
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In an

•

•

NEB's whole purpose is to respect teachers as
intellectuals and to give them the intellectual
environment in which they can talk about
interesting topics and to accomplish curriculum
change through that •••••• As a form of professional
development, for me, this is probably the best way.
I think you do need to talk about pedagoqy, but as
a history teacher you really need to be talking
about high level history. This is one thing that I
feel that I've really been missing ••.•• To keep up
with the field makes you feel more like a
professional, an academic, an intellectual. I think
that is what is missing from most schools.
They
don't make you feel like academics, they make you
feel like glorified babysitters.
Clearly

Mary

academic,

identified

and an

herself

intellectual.

as

a

professional,

an

She valued professional

development opportunities which allowed her to reconnect with
some of her love of history in order to assist her with

•

curriculum and pedagogical changes.

This was an important

distinction, she said, as most teachers are not seen in this
light.

with the plethora of pre-packaged curricula out there

it is hard to disaqree with her assessment.
one to sit and lament.

But, Mary was not

As I said before, she took an active

responsibility in the concerns of her school includinq working
to redefine the role of the teacher.
Equally valuable as a traininq tool were Mary's students.
She felt she learned a lot about teaching, as well as about
history, from her stUdents.

We will spend a chapter talking

about these teachers' relationships with their students, but
for now it is important to say that Mary consulted with her
students daily about the curriculum and valued their feedback

•

as a primary influence on her educational practice.
Ruth also placed her students center stage and claimed
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them as a prominent influence in her ongoing training as a
teaching professional.

~

A number of times I heard her say

something like the following:
They take it to levels that I never
of ••• they teach me a lot ••• they do,
wonderful!

dreamed
it is

It was a learning experience for me!
Ruth received her Bachelor's degree in history education
(at night) from a well respected, small, local university. She
characterized her collegiate history education as strong on
information, but not always pedagogically interesting.

Ruth

went straight on for her Master's Degree before looking for a
job in education.

She found her current position in the

school system she attended and, like Mary, is involved in
professional development activities in the district.

Ruth

participated on the team that revised the 8th grade history
curriculum

before

this

study,

and

also

served

as

•

an

interdisciplinary leader for the school's student centered
team approach.

Each week, faculty with the same students met

to discuss the concerns and needs of their classes.

Ruth

acted as the coordinator, but also an unofficial mentor for
her team members.

On a number of occasions I saw them consult

with her about issues between classes.

Sometimes it looked as

if they were just looking for a friendly face or words of
encouragement.
Ruth,

like Mary, thought her school's efforts at in-

service professional development were laudable.
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She stated

~

•

that

all

the

sessions

she

attended

were

useful.

In

particular, she felt that the Dean's efforts with the social
studies staff were especially valuable.

One such session led

her to try out the interactive notebook she used during the
year of this study to organize student notetaking.

While much

more

subsequent

will

chapters,

be

related

about

this

approach

in

it is informative to look at how she was first

exposed to this idea:

•

In the summer time I was involved in a workshop
with (Dean).
There was this senior high teacher
from California, California always has these new
innovative
ideas ••• and
she
mentioned
the
interactive notebook she was using.
I asked her
for an explanation and for a couple of examples,
which she later brought in.
I thought ••• wow, this
is so hard •.. but I wanted to try it because the
kids in my classes were having a good time and they
were learning, but I didn't like the way they were
learning. So I said, let's give this a shot .•• and
so far they're flying with it!
Adopting the interactive notebook required Ruth to change
about 50% of the curriculum she had been teaching and to spend
significantly more time grading.

Although she had to teach

the method, as well as United States history, she chose to do
it "for her students."

A few other teachers also tried it out

but did not make the whole commitment to using i t because of
the hard work of implementation.

Ruth stuck with it through

out the year because she wanted "to give it a fair chance."
She constantly told me that it was too early to evaluate it,
and that only after a full year could she tell whether it was

•

worth it.
From this example, we see a teacher who does not try out
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faddish curricula without a full commitment or a clear pur-

~

pose. Professional development opportunities seemed to provide
Ruth with choices, which she considered carefully and im
plemented only with resolve.

Again we see a teacher in an

active, ongoing relationship with her craft.

A

person willing

to engage in a process of professional training which con
siders input from a variety of sources over time.

I saw this

fluidity of approach in both Mary and Ruth, which made it
difficult to distinquish the marked importance of anyone type
of influence on their teaching theories and practices.

Career Teachers
Classroom teaching is seen by many as a stepping stone
for long term careers in administration, curriculum planning,
academia, and other related occupations.

This was not the

view held

by either Mary or Ruth.

themselves

as career teachers and planned to be in the

classroom

~

They both identified

throughout their professional

neither spoke to me of any other designs.

lives.

In

fact,

Each had been

singled out by her district for leadership roles, Ruth as an
interdisciplinary team leader and Mary as the departments'
main curriculum developer.
long

term,

struction.

offer

These involvements may, in the

them opportunities

outside

direct

in

Mary in particular, had been recently given the

leading role in a significant reorganization for the American
studies curriculum based on her well received suggestions for
thematic restructuring. It did seem however, that Mary and
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•

Ruth's strong commitment to teaching would keep them in or
close by the classroom for a long time.
Theirs was not a blind love for classroom teaching; both
worried about burn out. As Ruth said at one point:
I love it all, I really really love doing this! It
is a tremendous amount of work, far more work than
I ever anticipated ••• teaching is a lot of work.
But if you don't put in this amount of work,
they're not going to learn.
I took this job
because I wanted these kids to learn and once I am
not motivated to do these creative things with
them, then I can't do this job anymore, I'm really
emphatic about that. If I lose my enthusiasm then
I am out of here ••• so hopefully it stays with
me •••••
Ruth

correlated

her hard

enthusiasm for her job.

•

work with

the

maintenance

of

She saw innovation and creativity as

sources of this enthusiasm for her work,

as well as the

approaches necessary for fostering student motivation for
learning.

In effect, she seemed to have set up a circular

formula to protect herself from burn out.

Her motivation for

doing creative things came from her love of seeing students
learn,

and seeing students learn,

motivation to work hard.

in turn,

bolstered her

Ruth's identity as a professional

was so directly determined by her willingness to actively
engage in practice that she would rather leave than do less.
If she did lose her zeal for teaching, it is unlikely to have
been from a redefinition of her professional identity or a
lowering of self-expectations.

Ruth constantly renewed her

enthusiasm for teaching through her willingness to hold high

•

expectations close to her definition of who she was and wanted
to be as a teacher.
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Ruth and Mary's love of teaching was always a work in

~

progress. They both struggled daily to improve their practice,
as you will see in the next two chapters.

This ongoing work

seemed to serve as an important motivation for both of them.
As long as they were able to engage in ongoing reflection,
trial, and improvement, they claimed satisfaction with their
career choices as well as their current jobs.
According to both teachers, their districts' expectations
allowed adequate room for them to define their roles
acceptable ways.

in

Mary and Ruth expressed enough comfort with

these current circumstances to want to stay indefinitely.
While each actively challenged things they did not agree with,
they perceived their respective environments as allowing them
the academic freedom they required.

I am not sure that others

~

would agree with this assessment of their schools, especially
in Ruth's district.
might

see

Where Mary and Ruth saw freedom, others

restraints.

A closer

look

at

the

curriculum

expectations of each school may provide some more insight.
The district's expectations of Mary as a high school
history teacher had not been communicated in any direct or
formal way.

While she told me that a written curriculum for

American stUdies probably did exist, she had never been given
a copy.

Having done her student teaching at the school, Mary

stated, "It may have been assumed that I knew what the course
was about when I started professionally."
that

nothing

seemed to

be shared

in

While it is true
written

form,

the

structure of the interdisciplinary program in American studies
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•

had

some

significant consistencies.

included

the

five

social

classroom activities,
strategies.

These

education themes,

student requirements,

consistencies
a

number of

and assessment

The conformity, in this case, was accomplished by

"team" meetings in which teachers assembled to interpret the
established curriculum.

They worked from a template desiqned

a few years earlier, though not so closely that it required
the use of the written document.

The department members

negotiated some of the aspects of the curriculum, but left
many up to the individual teachers.

Aside from the occasional

related in-service topic and reminders about Pennsylvania
standards,

•

the administration seemed to endow much of the

responsibility for curriculum decisions to each department.
Ruth's district, on the other hand, had a very specified
curriculum manual for the social studies which was organized
by grade.

The manual listed historical themes and topics to

be covered chronologically, outlined some teaching approaches
to be used, and specified student outcomes.

The district did

involve the teachers in designing these requirements,

but

controlled the desiqn by using a standard planning format
across all the grades.

While the Dean told me that the social

studies curriculum was somewhat traditional,
changes were being made slowly.

he felt that

Of importance to him were the

increased use of proqressive materials and teaching- stra
tegies.

•

His job, as he saw it, was to provide resources,

opportunities, and guidance for teachers to progress in their
practice.

Ruth saw his role and her interaction with the dis
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trict in a similar way.

She felt supported by the Dean, free

4It

to try new things out, and involved in departmental and dis
trict decisions about the curriculum.

The specificity of the

curriculum manual did not bother Ruth, who seemed to see it as
a useful set of suggestions, many of which were her ideas.
In neither case did the set curriculum expectations, no
matter what or how they were communicated, seem to present
much of an obstacle to the educational goals of the teachers.
Kary and Ruth were involved in the establishment of the formal
curriculum, but both saw the end result as a sort of template
of recommendations, not a recipe for their teaching.

Perhaps

it was a broad interpretation of the purpose of the formal
curricula that allowed our teachers significant freedom of
thought and action in the classroom.

I am not sure.

Perhaps

4It

they had the freedom to interpret broadly because they were
considered successful teachers and not in need of close
supervision. I am not sure. I do know, however, that there was
a seamlessness in the joining of their own goals and practices
with the expectations of the setting.

A seamlessness which

supported their perceptions of themselves as professionals and
allowed them the freedom to continue to develop their craft.
A liberty more claimed, perhaps, than given.

Teaching as Work
So far we have looked at why Ruth and Kary decided to
become teachers, some of their professional influences, and
how they perceived their roles within the places they worked.
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•

We

learned

of the people and experiences which

not

only

influenced their desire to teach, but provided a framework for
From their many life

who they aspired to be as teachers.

experiences they have chosen ways to think,

act,

and feel

which, when combined together, give their picture of the role
of the teacher.

In the chapters to come we will examine in

detail how this picture comes to life in their theories of
teaching.

For now, we turn again to Ruth and Mary to ask what

they generally thought of as the keys to their teaching.
Part of each teacher's picture of their role involved the
general claims they made about their practice.

Although I

have suggested that their theories of teaching were, for the

•

most part, grounded within their everday decisions (Cochran
Smith and Lytle, 1988), the general claims they made about
teaching

were

important

(Kelchtermans, 1993).
Those

they

did

voice

aspects

of

this

theorizing

Again, they made very few of these.
were

expressed

as

opinions

about

practices which they saw as essential to their work. These
claims usually surfaced in discussions about particular units,
but were def ined
consistently.

by each teacher as practices they

used

In other words, they were the parts of each

teacher's perspective that they themselves voiced as theory.
To me they were sources of information on the teachers'
perspectives,

as well as guides for further investigation.

Four themes characterized these general claims about teaching.

•

I have labelled these themes hard work, smart work, advocacy
work, and collective effort.
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Hard work
Every teacher who has ever been envied for "having the
summer off," knows teaching is time consuming.

I believe many

•

teachers work hard, staying well after Jpm and spending time
each weekend with grading and preparation.

Ruth and Mary were

no exceptions. They both spent a lot of time in and out of
school on classroom related work. As Ruth said about the
interactive notebook:
I'm really excited about it. I mean it's a lot of
hard work (points to 12 shopping bags full of
grading). I took them all home this weekend
because tomorrow is progress reports, in the middle
of the marking period, so I had to get some grades.
Next time I collect them it will be one class each
day •••• it took me about 12-13 hours.
Ruth chose this year to use an interactive notebook which was
a student produced ongoing written record of her course.

It

•

contained homework responses, class notes, course activities,
and journal type reactions.

students handed them in at the

end of each unit with a self evaluation sheet.

Ruth read

through, commented extensively on each notebook, and handed
them back the following day as they were in constant use.
also kept an interactive notebook herself,

She

completing all

assignments along with her classes. In addition to providing
detailed comments on stUdent work, Ruth spent a lot of time
composing "notes" from a variety of historical sources to hand
out to students instead of using the textbook.
voted

time

to

researching

topics,

planning

She also de
activities,

gathering (sometimes extensive) materials, and calling parents
with "both good and bad" reports.
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She arrived before school

•

•

and stayed late to allow students to drop by with questions.
As we have seen, Ruth was a team leader which required
some organizational and leadership work.

She was actively

involved in the development of curriculum and was a faculty
advisor to the student newspaper.

In addition, she seemed to

go out of her way to support other teachers in her department
On numerous occasions,

and on her team.

other teachers

stopped by Ruth's room between classes with questions or
comments concerning daily activities.

When I asked her about

this, she replied that as a team leader other teachers came to
her with concerns or agenda items.

But it seemed clear to me

that it was not just her role that made other teachers seek

•

her, but the type of responses they received. In all of the
interactions I observed, Ruth took the time to listen and to
be supportive.
Much of Mary's time was spent researching and planning on
an ongoing basis.

Because she listened carefully to the in

terests of her students, her plans often changed on a daily
basis.

If a class discussion really took flight, Mary was not

afraid to follow it.

Such was a discussion on homelessness

one afternoon:

•

Basically we were talking about social Darwinism,
about whether people who are rich today deserve to
be rich and people who are poor deserve to be poor.
This brought up the whole issue of homelessness,
somebody said that homeless people did deserve to
be poor because they don't work ••• and other people
started to say no that's not true ••• and one of the
students started crying and said that she knows
several homeless teenagers that had a lot of other
problems, probably some these kids can't even
imagine ••• and even though life on the streets is
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horrible it's better than it was at home.
For the whole period, the class explored their understanding
of homelessness and poverty from a variety of points of view.

•

They talked about reasons for homelessness, the qovernment's
role, and even calculated whether a family could pay rent on
a McDonald's salary.

The discussion did not end there, as

Mary spent the next few days in an unscheduled foray into the
topic.

She found resources from a variety of perspectives in

the library and facilitated a more in depth discussion which
further challenged her students'

understandinqs and per

ceptions of homelessness.
Mary was repeatedly "off to the library"

to gather

multiple sources and then come up with an activity to work
through the social issues raised by the students.

Like Ruth,

•

Mary was a member of the curriculum development committee and
an advisor to the school newspaper.

She also opened her door

to students before and after school and generally stayed in
her

classroom

students.

during

her

planning period

to

meet

with

She too gave extensive feedback to students about

their work, including meeting with each individually during
class about their ongoing research projects.

When students

asked her to conduct a study seminar for the Achievement Test,
she voluntarily met with a group of interested stUdents once
a week.

She provided practice tests, some lecturing on the

material, and test taking tips.

......
OA

•

•

smart work
Ruth and

For both teachers, their energy had purpose.

Mary worked smart in a nUlDber of ways as they constantly tried
to make activities and interactions serve their larger goals.
However,

their use of observation and reflection was the

primary way they gathered the information needed to modify
their practices.

On a nUlDber of occasions, both teachers told

me that all of their classes were different from each other.
They both used extensive observation to fiqure out what was
working and what was not for each class.

Modifications were

made to the approaches each teacher used with a given class
based on their understanding of its "personality."

•

I observed

this many times when sitting in on different periods in the
same day.

Even when the lessons were primarily the same, the

approaches
differences.

might

vary

from

slight

changes

to

major

When I asked the teachers about the differences

in their approaches from class to class, they were able to
describe in detail why they took alternative routes.
In addition to their daily observations, both teachers
talked about the need to get to know their students quickly so
they knew which approaches to try.

I even asked if any of

their classes resembled classes they had in the past, and they
responded tlno, not really" and "they are seldom alike. II

"How

do you get to know your classes personality?" I asked.

Mary

and Ruth answered

alike again by

saying they

used

any

opportunities where they were not talking to observe the
•

stUdents. As Ruth commented:
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You just study them over the weeks .•• to really
get to know them. When they are working in groups
I watch them, I don' t like to hover over them, but
I come around to see if they are on the right
track. I like to watch how they get along ••••

•

critical self-reflection is the other main characteristic
of what I am terming the teachers' smart work.

Ruth and Mary

constantly evaluated their own work and asked students for
their reactions to activities, assiqnments, and materials.
This type of evaluation structure encouraged modification of
upcoming formats, but also supported the trying of new and
innovative approaches, which both teachers did.
Trial and error was a way of life, especially for Mary
who tended to take more risks in the classroom.

These risks

were not arbitrary attempts, but well considered approaches
that she hoped would meet the needs of her stUdents and
further her social education goals.

Like her struggle with

•

the difficult textbook described later, Mary worked with her
students to find "better ways" to make sense of the cur
riculum.

At the end of my time in Mary's classroom, I asked

her about the beginning of the new school year which included
a major curriculum change for her district.

In an unwieldy

decision based on political compromise, the teachers had been
asked to revise and teach a block style curriculum using their
old 50 minute period format for a year before the district
blocked the schedule.

Mary included her students in the

naviqation of the hybrid year, saying on the first day:
I told my kids I went Whitewater rafting this
summer and that this year was kind of like my
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•

•

whitewater raftinq trip because "I was really
scared qoinq into it, I didn't know what would
happen, there were some very bumpy times •••• and you
never quite know what's cominq around the next
corner, but it's fun in the end ••• but if you are in
a particularly bumpy part of the boat you've qot to
tell me."

Advocacy work
Mary

and Ruth saw their students as

their primary

audience and advocated for them in numerous ways.

This ad

vocacy entailed speakinq up for student interests to the
administration and in the community, but also extended to the
treatment of students within their classes.

They acted as

facilitators of student learninq as well as advocates of
student success.
•

On numerous occasions both Mary and Ruth

told me they believed that all of their students were capable
of doinq well in their courses. As Ruth said:
As far as I am concerned all my kids are able
to do everythinq and anythinq •••
While differences did exist in Mary and Ruth's

re

lationships with their students, there were some very im
portant attitudes toward students that they shared.

These

included, above all, a belief in each student's ability to
succeed.

This expectation of success was enmeshed in other

attitudes that permeated the classroom environment.

These

perpectives included offerinq ample encouraqement, acceptance,
and respect.

•

In addition, both Mary and Ruth solicited the

students' prior knowledqe and showed stronq interest in the
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students' ideas.

Both teachers told me that they had a lot to

•

learn from their students and that learning definitely needed
to go both ways. They were open and honest and willing to talk
to students about the controversial issues many teachers
avoid.
students

Though Mary carried this further than Ruth,
in

both classes

characterized the

teachers

the
as

"Someone you could talk to about almost anything."
Finally,

along this same line,

Mary and Ruth viewed

problems of learning as problems of teaching.
continued to spur on their work.

This position

When Mary's students were

struggling with an ongoing task of synthesizing from difficult
source material, they asked her for additional assistance.
Her reaction was:
I'm glad that they feel that they can talk to
and they can criticize and say to me "I really
we should discuss this more in class" •••• I
them that gives me the feedback that I need
know how to plan ••••

me
feel
tell
so I

•

Overall. a collective effort
As we have seen in the previous three sections, Mary and
Ruth did not do their work in isolation but sought others to
support and assist them. The others were fellow teachers,
administrators, parents, community members, and friends, as
well as textual others like book authors.

Most importantly,

both did the work of their teaching within the context of
their relationships with their stUdents.

Their work was col

lective in the most primary of ways; it encouraged student
participation on many levels, not the least of which was in
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•

curricu1um evaluation and decision making.

While Mary so

licited student opinion a little more often than Ruth, the
students were the primary organizing principle around which
both teachers built their curricula, planned and implemented
activities, and evaluated their success.
That

Ruth

and

Mary

went

beyond

the

curriculum

expectations of their districts is perhaps not a surprise.
Most

teachers

probably exceed

the

expectations

of

their

district manual, if only because many of these documents are
not specific enough to account for the human interactions of
teaching.

But in both Mary and Ruth's cases, their enriching

was done in purposeful and consistent ways.

They had reasons

for almost everything they did which related to the social
•

education themes they outlined as important.

Mary and Ruth

saw themselves as professionals, not as technicians.

They

grabbed onto the freedom they perceived in their districts'
guidelines

and

willingly

responsibilities.
environment

to

took

on

the

accompanying

By molding the expectations of the job
fit

their

theories

of

social

education

practice, they filled their positions like no one else would
or could.
reflection

In this way they made their jobs their own i
of

each

of

their

understandings,

a

knowledge,

beliefs, rationales, hopes, and values.
So far we have looked at how Ruth and Mary defined their
roles as

teachers, and how this definition arose from a

variety of influential experiences,
•

including family back

ground, training, career choices, and their interpretation of
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their job context.
titudes

We have also looked at the types of at-

and actions that they claimed were

~

important to

success in the classroom. In characterizing the most important
facilitators of their work, they have given us some insight
into the types of classroom environments they tried to create
and the kinds of social goals they had for their students of
united states history.

In the following chapters, we will

examine in detail their hopes for their students and the
practices that they used to facilitate their desired outcomes.
This examination is grounded within the everyday happenings in
their classrooms as well as each teacher's responses and
reactions to their daily work.

~

~
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Chapter 4
TEACHER AS THEORIZER

Grounded theories
When I first discussed this project with Mary and Ruth I
was met with some skepticism.

Both were willing to talk with

me about their practice and opened their classrooms to me well
beyond my stamina to observe.

But each expressed doubt that

I would find in their narratives a comprehensive, consistent

•

theory of education. And on some level this is true. Neither
teacher directly expressed a complete philosophy of teaching
in any of the interviews. Each did, however, demonstrate a
well considered position about her own practice through long
discussions

of her

rationale,

objectives,

planning,

and

pedagogy for united states history instruction. When I looked
closely at what my teachers said and did, and asked them what
they thought and felt, an extensive and steady philosophy of
social education emerged.

Clues to

each teacher's per

spectives were grounded in discussions about their goals for
particular units as shown in this excerpt from an early
interview with Ruth:

•

Interviewer: Maybe this question is too broad ••• but
what do you hope your students will learn about
colonialism from this unit?
Ruth: That it was a risk •• that they were
risktakers ••• that money was a motivator, there was
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•

a lot of selfishness and greed ••• big themes.
Colonization •. the concept of that •.• how other
countries tried to control, and how difficult it
was to control when you I re not there overseeing
what is going on. Freedom••• religious persecution
••• broader themes ••• Roger Williams founding Rhode
Island doesn't interest me, what interests me is
why Rhode Island was founded. To escape religious
persecution, but they came to the New World to
escape that so how come they have to escape it
here? ••• So we look at intolerance versus tolerance
as well. The Puritan work ethic ••• opportunity and
adventure •.• and risk taking, these people who came
to the new World were risk takers and to learn that
a lot of times in life in order to achieve
something you have to take a risk and sometimes it
is going to work out for you and sometimes it is
not going to work out for you. That would be the
big underlying theme.
Clearly, for Ruth there was more to the study of colonialism
than having students memorize names, dates, and places.

Broad

social education themes were crucial aspects of the goals she
established for this unit. Specifically, it was important that

•

her students consider the motivations of settlers for coming
to the New World in the face of incredible risks.

More

generally, Ruth wanted her pupils to examine the themes of
persecution,

colonization of others,

portunity and its consequences.

tolerance,

and

op

From her stated goals, we

could speculate about Ruth's philosophy of teaching United
states history •

Perhaps we might say that she wanted her

students to think critically about sociological perspectives
in history, or that she wanted her students to connect past
actions and decisions with their present lives, but it is too
early.

Ruth's philosophy of education will be discussed in

detail in this chapter, but it is important to note here that
it was found consistently grounded within her discussion of
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•

her goals and practices.
Mary never made any broad claims about education to me.
She also spoke through the context of her particular situation
as a teacher.

She ta1ked of what worked for her at the time,

with her students, in her school, in her district, in her
state.

Like Ruth,

she extracted broader social education

themes from the United states history curriculum as her focus.
Mary

meshed

her

understanding

of

the

significance

of

historical study with her perceptions of the context in which
she worked.

Therefore, when she discussed her educational

philosophy it was grounded in a discussion of the specific
goals she had for her classroom:

•

Interviewer: What are the types of things you would
want your students to learn about the 1920's when
you prepare your lesson?
Mary: I guess I want them to have a general feel
for ••• an understanding of how politics, social life
and economics are all intertwined ••• how seemingly
everything looked happy-go-lucky and they were
having all these parties and people were having a
wild time, but underneath there are these brewing
social problems ••• one of which is prohibition ••• but
that's only one. Then when we go onto the
Depression one of the things I ask them to really
focus on is who was not sharing in the prosperity
of the '20's. They realize that there were these
underlying problems with farmers and that the
government was not even recognizing them or doing
anything
for
them••• basically
ignoring
the
problems, at least the Republicans were ••••• and
then the Depression came.
Again we see goals for history instruction which encouraged
students to think about the underlying social reasons for
decisions and events. Looking below the surface to uncover
social issues which impact subsequent events was a common goal

•

in Mary's classroom.

We see, as we did with Ruth, an emphasis
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on broad themes of history within the goals for Mary's unit on
the twenties.

Though just a short example of the way Mary

talked about her curriculum, her perspectives began to emerge.

•

As we move through this chapter we will continue to look
at both teachers' grounded descriptions of their practice, as
well

as

classroom observations,

classroom materials.
Mary's

student

interviews,

and

Our goal is to describe and explain

and Ruth's perspectives of united

States history

instruction within their particular settings.

Many social

education goals, like the ones stated above by our teachers,
will surface to provide information about what Mary and Ruth
thought was important to teach.

The six general categories

used to discuss these themes (The story of history, students
as the common people,
collective

process,

lessons of history,

student as

citizen,

democracy as a
and

teacher

•

as

citizen) emerged from the data as the most influencial frames
used by these teachers to establish goals. They represent the
teachers' perspectives on instructional content, their ideas
about their students' relationship to the content, the lessons
they wanted to communicate through the content, the teachers'
understandinqs of democracy, and their views of citizenship
education.

Within these categories we will see each teachers'

view of herself and her students as knowers, as well as their
understanding of the knowledge to be utilized in United States
history instruction.
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The story of History
When Mary and Ruth discussed specific instructional
qoals, they focused on broad social themes of history.

This

reflected a certain view of United States history and history
instruction that for the most part they shared.

This par

ticular view of history was used as an important lens throuqh
which these teachers reinterpreted the qiven curriculum.

The

qoals and practices which emerqed from their reinterpretation
represented, for the most part, what they thouqht should be
tauqht to their 8th and 10th qrade United States history
students.

At the core for both teachers was a considerable

emphasis on social history, as seen in the followinq excerpts:

•

Ruth: I love history, I just like the stories. I
like social history the best, because I like to
know what people were doinq behind the scenes, the
everyday people. How they were livinq, what they
were wearinq, what they were eatinq, why they did
thinqs, their relationships with one another ••.• I
think this is really fascinating.
A lot of time
you are just tauqht the fundamentals and you never
learn about the common folk, and I think that's
where it is interestinq because the common folk are
like us.
And;
Mary: I set up history as a story, a collection of
stories and it depends on who's tellinq it as to
what stories qet told.
And later;

•

Mary: When I'm qivinq a lecture (which I do
sometimes, not that often but sometimes) I try to
bring in stories. The first lecture I do is one on
Georqe Washinqton and the Constitutional Convention
and I tell them that Georqe Washinqton was very
tall, well over 6 feet and a very impressive
person ••• and I say "I think it was a little bit of
a size-ist thinq that he qot to be the leader of
the convention" •••
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The stories of history used by Mary and Ruth allowed
students a broader view of the circumstances surrounding
historical events and times.

•

A better understanding of the

social contexts in which historical events took place was an
outcome both teachers wanted for their students. For Ruth,
connecting her students to the multiple perspectives of the
"common folk" was important.

Mary took it a step further by

sUggesting, humorously in this case, underlying social issues
which influenced perceptions of people and events.

Hinted at

by both was that much of what students had been taught about
history was inaccurate, or at the least incomplete.
Both Mary and Ruth used many stories in their respective
practices which were similar in content and form.

There were

personal stories about famous people, stories about what the
common people thought and felt during certain periods of time,
stories

by those who were oppressed,

and

stories

•

about

underlying social reasons for political change. They told
stories about themselves, their families, and their friends.
They encouraged students to do the same.

Both labelled the

extensive use of narrative in their instruction as a specific
educational approach,

which they called "social history."

Defined more broadly than traditional approaches which focus
primarily on political interpretations, social history posits
that better understandings are fostered through consideration
of multiple perspectives (Nash, 1989).

This was important to

Mary and Ruth, who both believed that many perspectives were
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•

more accurate than one.
Some of the reasons these teachers used a lens of social
history were similar, some were quite different. Ruth claimed
two reasons for telling stories to her 8th qrade history
classes.

The first was pragmatic; she told stories because

they made class more interesting and she felt the students
would learn more if engaged.

Second, Ruth believed students

could better understand history if it was taught in a way that
connected with their previous knowledge and experiences:

•

History is common sense and if you just approach it
as a common sense science, it makes sense rather
than trying to make it so difficult with boring
dates and people •••• there is more to history than
Washington and Lincoln and those important guys you
always study.
Interviewer: That seems a different approach
than •••
Ruth:
Yeh,
and
the
kids •••• I
can
see
lightbulbs ••• tlqosh that's so easy, that makes
sense. " And they can see it, they can connect ••• I
am biq on connections and linkages.
And in a later interview:
We always go back to units and I'll say that's why
this happened so they can unite this whole
year ••• so it's like one biq story, not just a bunch
of little facts.
"Connections," a word used very often in her class, was an
orqanizing principle of Ruth's planning and practice.

While

we will talk about this in more detail in the next section,
Ruth's

view

of connections

involved

stUdents

critically

interactinq with various perspectives in history as well as
voicinq their own views about the past, present, and future.
Ruth used a number of structured activities to facilitate
•

this, including primary source discussions, letter writing,
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dramatic presentations,

collage building,

drawing,

story

•

writing, and one of her favorites, sentence stems. For this
activity she gave a sentence for students to complete in short
essay form, for example:
Early explorers are like rock musicians because ••••
The Revolutionary War is like a divorce because ••••
Ruth did a similar activity in which her students wrote
responses to this statement:
History of course is written by the winners and
w~nners choose to ignore their own violence and
emphasize the violence of the losers.
Kary also wanted her students to connect with united
states

history,

but

had

somewhat

deeper

critical

and

analytical goals for her 10th qrade classes.

It was not

enough

there

for

her

students

to

understand

that

were

•

different views of history, but it was important to critically
examine contradictory points of view and underlyinq ideologies
in detail. She beqan the year by having each student write
about a pep rally. As a class they discussed the differing
perspectives on the event.

Some students said it was worth

while, many said it was "stupid" and some were indifferent.
Kary had the group contrast the "facts" and the "feelings" of
the reports and speculate on why there were differing views.
Next they read five varying positions on the constitution and
analyzed them in a similar way.

Kary had this to say about

the Constitution comparison activity:
I think as far as them being critical readers they
need to have an understanding that on a personal
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level we all see thinqs differently, but when you
actually put it in front of them it is a lot harder
for them to make clear distinctions. You can qive a
kid a primary source which is very important, but
another thinq that is very important, which has not
been done much in hiqh school, is to qive them
interpretations of that source and say this is how
it was viewed. That is where these quys are havinq
such a hard time ••• it is such an important but hard
concept. They're struqqlinq, but in the lonq run
they will start to see it an ask "Well what
perspective is this person writinq from?"
The stories of history showed Mary's class that not all people
aqree,

even about

information which

has

been tauqht

as

established and supported throuqh consensus. She wanted to
show her

students that wbo writes

history was

just as

important, if not more important than what was written.

Mary

constantly reminded her students to challenqe interpretations

•

of history, including what she herself said in the classroom:
At the beginning of the year we talk about bias in
history ••• I tell them that everyone who writes
history books and everyone who teachers history, no
matter what, everybody has an aqenda they want to
get across.
Part of my aqenda comes from the
district and part of my aqenda comes from myself
and who I am. I tell them I have an aqenda and
that social history is where my interests lie and
that's what I focus on, what I like to teach the
most ••••
I

was

there

to

see Mary

introduce

interpretation to three of her classes.

bias

in

historical

Althouqh she did not

say the above verbatim, it was quite close.

While observinq,

I noticed that most of the students listened attentively as a
teacher told them that her view of her subject area was biased
and invited them to challenqe her perspectives.

When inter

viewed, all four students characterized historical record as
•

ideoloqically biased and in need of critical readinq.
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Mary and Ruth, to a different extent, presented a view of

•

history to their students that was complex. Their inter
pretations were full of the conflict, struqqle, compromise,
continuity and chanqe of history.

Social education themes

wove their way throuqhout both curricula, resurfacinq numerous
times.

Yet, their views asked students to make connections,

and often to assume some kind of responsibility.

As one of

Mary's students said:
The biq comparison past to present is racism ••• that
seems to be one thinq all throuqhout time, anywhere
you qo you can find it.
We talk about it in
class .•• a lot of times ••• it comes up a lot ••• I
think it is qood to talk about it ••• because this is
what life is like and we all have to deal with
it ••• many people may not like havinq to deal with
it, but that's life.

Students as the common people
Tellinq stories in history class was an important stra

•

teqy empl,:,yed by both teachers to connect their students'
lives to the content of United States history.

Ruth described

it as a way to talk with students about their role within a
participatory democracy:
A lot of history is written by the biq wiqs, by the
people who made it.
Well the common people are
what make a democracy work .•• lf history was written
by the leaders ••• what were the people doinq •• thinqs
were beinq destroyed and land was beinq taken away
from people ••• that's what was qoinq on. Look now,
Conqress is arquinq over the budqet and qettinq
ready for a presidential election, but what are the
people doinq ••• what are we doinq?
Are we just
sittinq there watchinq it on TV or are we takinq
part?
How will it affect us taxwise ••• how many
qovernment workers have lost their jobs because of
cutbacks? How pathetic is it to qo to a casino and
see people qamblinq their last paycheck for lonqer
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•

term security? We need to look at what was or is
going on ••• we need to see because that is what
matters. We are the majority.
Ruth was facile at raising critical issues with her students,
especially those that challenged status quo interpretations of
social concerns. She focused on encouraging her students to
understand

an

issue

from

a

variety

of

perspectives •

By

allowing students to see themselves in the stories of others,
Ruth hoped they would learn something about their role in
society.

It is not as clear,

students

to

use

this

however, how Ruth wanted her

information.

Later,

I

asked

this

question of Ruth and she explained that she did not want to
tell her students how to live their lives, but wanted them to

•

see the consequences of people' s
decisions over time.

individual and collective

The four students I interviewed from

Ruth's class all mentioned the importance of the past in
understanding the present, though none remarked specifically
how that might influence their own lives:
Student: You want to know what happened in the past
so the good things you can repeat and the bad
things you don't want to repeat, like wars and
stuff.
Interviewer: You said you like the way Mrs. R
connects things that happened in the past to the
present ••• why?
Student: I think that is good because she tells you
where she's coming from and she lets us tell what
we think goes along with it •• and we can share, and
she lets you have time to talk about it •..
Mary had some of the same reasons as Ruth for presenting
history as

•

socially complex.

She wanted her students to

understand multiple interpretations of history for reasons of
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accuracy and understanding, as well as academic and personal
skill development.

Mary

~

thought that looking at history

through the lens of multiple social perspectives would allow
her students to understand people better.

This emphasis was

so pervasive in her practice that I began to refer to it in my
notes as historical empathy.

Mary's description of this

concept is easily gleaned from the following excerpt:
I think that a big part of any social studies
curriculum should be teaching people to be
accepting of others and teaching people to respect
all kinds of people. I think social history talks
about what happens to the common person and what
happens to all kinds of people in society •.•• I try
to ask them to put themselves in a lot of people's
positions ••• they put themselves in the position of
a farmer in the Dustbowl, the position of a Sioux
at Wounded Knee, one of the pioneers •••• we look at
things from a lot of different perspectives and try
to carry that into today ••• like a couple of weeks
ago we had a discussion about racism, the whole
Rutgers thing and I tried to have them look at the
different sides •.• then try to make a decision about
it.

~

Mary's students discussed many points of view, but they
also

talked

about decision making,

problem solving,

and

sometimes, what they could do personally about social issues.
I

was in class one day when a student announced that after a

previous discussion about the Oklahoma City bombing she had
suggested the student council collect relief funds.

I

was

also there when a general discussion of discrimination turned
toward school practices questioned by the students.

Student

connections of past to present seemed an everyday occurrence
in Mary's class.

And for some students, their understanding

and empathy for others seemed almost a tangible thing.
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As one

~

•

student said when asked what she learned of importance:
Many times I've been struck by the feeling in class
that this would have actually been me, not just
look at those people over there ••• that it actually
would have been me.

Itessons of History
Ruth: History is human. Learning
human. This is all human stuff.

it

has to

Ruth and Kary loved United States history.

be

They saw the

discipline as full of significant and relevant information for
themselves and their students.

While both taught their half

of United states history chronologically, they planned their
units (era) around broad social education themes.

•

teachers,

For both

these themes seemed to be grounded in past and

contemporary social issues.
curriculum
department.

revolved

As previously mentioned, Mary's

around

five

themes

devised

by

the

Each had its own decorated poster which hung over

the front chalkboard in Kary's classroom:
The
The
The
The
The

Melting Pot: Old world vs. New world
American Frontier Spirit: Past and present
American Success Story: Fact or fiction?
American Social Conscience: Theory and practice
American Dilemma: Individualism vs. conformity

Mary
consistent

used
ways.

these

themes

variations

to
on

plan
the

her

curriculum

above

discussed in class and showed up on quizzes.

issues

in

were

She also used

them to structure her ongoing current events assignments.

In

these, each student was required to choose a variation on one

•

of the themes and write two to three short essays discussing
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related newspaper reports.

Her consistent focus on these and

4It

other social concerns created an atmosphere within her class
that was questioning and critical.

Mary supported this type

of

interesting

learning

community

activities.

with

many

varied

A favorite for both teacher and students was a

simulation which recreated a
industrial

and

company town from the early

The teacher owned the

age.

factory,

all the

housing, and the store. The students were her workers.
labored for less than a

They

living wage and tried to survive

within the very limited parameters of the teacher owned town.
According to Mary,

most of her classes formed unions and

attempted to bargain collectively with the teacher:
The goal of the whole thing is that they eventually
start to unionize ••• like my second period class,
absolutely ••• they all walked out by the end ••• it
was this huge scheme •••• We do it for three days and
then we process it for a day and I don't think any
of them ever forget being workers in that company
town, they refer back to it often.

4It

Mary allowed her students to discover collective action
on their own with this simulation.
tration of the situation,
unproblematic answer.

She recreated the frus

but did not let unions

be the

Throughout the simulation, she broke

students' attempts to form unions, employed child labor, and
raised living costs in response to unionization.
cessing
thoughts

of

this

and

activity,

feelings,

as

the

students

well

as

connection to the prosperity of the
Depression.

the

In the pro

discussed

their

industr ial

era's

' 20' s

and

the Great

Mary said at one point, "In the 20'S workers were

104

4It

•

being paid better, and on the whole there was this qeneral
prosperity ••••• but who is left out?"

A discussion of the

exclusionary

well

nature

of

unionism

as

as

capitalism

followed.
simulations

were

not

the

only

way

in

which

Mary

encouraqed her students to empathize with historical others.
Discuss ions,
debates,

dramatizations,

research proj ects ,

journal/letter writinq, and recreations were also

employed.

Mary

used

a

variety

including literature, film,

essay written by a

of

additional

resources

periodicals, editorials, music,

and art to describe people's lives.
of an

positional

I observed a discussion

Native American

boy

about his

decision to leave the Carlisle Indian School and return to the
•

reservation ("Blue Winds Dancinq").

The students had read it

the night before and, for half the class period, discussed the
major

points

assimilation.

which

involved

questions

of

cultural

Mary then referred to three questions she had

written on the board for students to work on individually:
(1) What shapes your identity?
(2) What is the problem of identity faced by White
Cloud? What creates this problem? How is it
resolved?
(3) If you were a Native American what things would
make you want to stay on the reservation?
Why
would you want to go to a white school? Which do
you think you would do and why?
Mary asked her students to consider first a broad concept like
identity,

then encouraged them to empathize with the main

character's struggle between two cultural worlds.

•

Finally,

she asked them to decide what this meant to them personally •
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With these questions she

IIWhat would you do and why?"

connected the experience of another person of another place,
What did

culture, and time to her students' experience.

•

Mary's students learn from this? According to one:
I think it teaches you what life was like ••• that's
a big part of it.
A lot of people struggled to
make our country what it is today, and a lot of
people are still struggling.
I think it is
important to see how those people were. It teaches
us how to learn from other people ••• learn from
mistakes and to take the good things out of it.
And another student;
Understanding the plight of the common person is
probably going to stick in my mind when it comes to
making decisions about life, politics and stuff
like that ••••
Ruth

also

provided

experiences that

encouraged

students to empathize with historical others.
a

variety

of

approaches,

she

her

While she had

primarily used

•

structured

discussions (teacher questions/student answers) and written
responses to accomplish her goals.

This was an excerpt from

a structured discussion reviewing a lesson from the previous
day, a practice Ruth often used to begin class:
Ruth: What did the Declaration of Independence do?
(A number of hands are raised and Ruth calls on one
student)
Student 1: Declared war
Ruth: Each man that signed the Declaration of
Independence ••• what were they doing?
Student 2: Signing their death warrant
Ruth: Yes, if you were caught as a traitor what
would happen to you?
Student 3: Death by hanging.
In this review Ruth asked her stUdents to see the Declaration
of Independence as a radical and dangerous document.
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She then

•

•

had the students run a voting simulation for and against the
Declaration.

After each group made their case, Ruth commented

to the students that "it is easy for us to be lighthearted
about our voting and think of this as a fun activity, but at
the time it was very significant and tense. n

When I asked her

about this comment later she said:
Yeh, :r do that a lot, make comments on the side
like "You don't have to worry about it because you
are free, this is just something we are doing in a
classroom." I want them to think •••• if you were a
person standing outside Carpenter Hall and your
whole future depended on what was going on
inside •••• you weren't free. And they didn't know,
if they supported these guys inside if they would
get killed because they were traitors.. What if
they didn't win the war? People's lives were at
stake here.

•

Through these structured discussions,

Ruth asked her

students to consider the perspectives of the many people
involved.

She was concerned that they focus on not just the

influencial men inside, but the many that awaited the outcome
and had to make their own decisions about joining or staying
loyal to the king.

It was common for Ruth to ask who was

included and who was not.
asked,

Later in this same discussion she

"Who is created equal?

Does this mean women and

African Americans?"
Ruth did not back away from difficult social issues.
However, she often used individual written reactions rather
than discussions as a tool for students to process feelings
and thoughts:

•

I came in Friday and I shut off all the lights and
I had them get out their notebooks and write
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•

"slavery" at the top of the page and "whatever
comes to your mind, write it down".
We did that
for 3-4 minutes with the lights off, it was very
quiet and I just walked around the room ••••• I
didn't make any comments after they said what they
wrote as I called on various people. It was very
emotional for some people .... in my first class I
have one Black girl who is an absolute doll and one
of her words was "nigger", nobody said anything, I
didn't say anything, but you could see people
welling
up
with
tears
and
they
got
the
point ••. there is a lot of racism and they are
sensitive to it.
It was good that emotional
response •••• then I read them some primary source
readings from "To Be A Slave...... some of the kids
were in tears, they had a hard time with it. Then
because slavery has different meanings to different
people and because there way of cominq to terms
with i t differs I had them do a collage •••• you can
see mine here (shows me her collage).
This activity seemed to create a powerful experience for these
8th qraders.
the

students'

Using both the words of historical others and
own thouqhts,

reflect on slavery •

Ruth

enabled her

classes

to

Ruth stated that with an emotionally

charged issue it was better to allow students to hear other's
ideas,

but to process them on their own.

•

She provided a

creative outlet for the emotional energy produced by this
activity.

When asked more specifically about her goals for

this activity she responded:
Some of them already understand, but for some it's
so very difficult for them to imagine how people
treated another class of people so poorly because
of their race, because of their color ••• and to
understand that is why we have prejudice today ••• to
see the roots go all the way back to slavery •• and
even before.
While both Ruth and Mary actively entertained difficult
social issues in their classrooms, their strategies differed.
I believe that Mary, if she had done this activity, would have
108

•

•

While

pursued more of an open discussion about the issue •

Ruth did not shy away from discussing a variety of issues, on
a few highly controversial topics she structured her lessons
away

from

general

discussion

and

toward

more

private

reflection:
I don't expect much in the discussions because it
is all going to come out on their collage••• it is
such a sensitive topic that we just touch on
it ••• we started to talk about it and there were
some stories that I didn't want the kids to share
with each other .••• I didn't want i t to qet out of
hand.
As Ruth was sayinq this, I was struck by her sympathy for the
children,

by her fear that they might feel compromised or

uncomfortable with their peers
personal information.
•

if they divulqed too much

A number of other times I have heard

Ruth inquire about students' personal experiences, includinq
differences in cultural and national backqrounds.

However,

with the issue of slavery the benefits of collectively de.!vinq
into this

complex social issue were outweiqhed

by Ruth' s

desire to ensure safety for her students.
For Ruth and Mary, the lessons of history availab.!e to
teach were many and varied, but the common thread seemed to be
the

goal

of

connecting

their

stUdents

to

the

lives

of

historical others for the promotion of greater understandinq
of the multiple voices of history, and to encourage personal
reflection.

Their perspectives for the use of the content of

United states history to further their social education goals
had an impact on what was included and emphasized in their
•

classrooms as well as on how the information was tauqht.
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Qemocracy as a collective process
At the center of the study of United states history in
both Mary's and Ruth's classes was democracy.

Both viewed

•

democracy as a process of collective work and United States
history as the social record of that living process.

The

broader social education themes they promoted and the social
issues they raised reflected their interests in the ongoing
questions of participatory governance.

Although Mary's cur

riculum covered from Reconstruction to the present, she spent
the first few weeks of school revisiting the Constitutional
convention,

discussing different forms of government,

and

talking in detail about American social values. In her com
parative

government

activity ,

she grouped

students

into

governance types (dictatorship, consensus, democratic) and had
them decide on rules for
presented their

ideas.

the school.

•

Each group then

As they moved from dictatorship

through to consensus, less rules were agreed upon by the
groups.

Mary talked about what she hoped they learned from

this:
I think part of it connects to the whole issue of
perspective, like with the Constitutional con
vention a lot of what affected your perspective was
issues of class, regionalism ••• it goes back to
these ideas of democracy again and how hard it is
to actually have democracy. I think it was coming
out especially in 2nd period, in the consensus
group someone said "I think the school should be
democratic" and then others said "no way we'd never
be able to get anything done, all they would ever
be able to decide is that we should wear clothing."
This is a really good point and. I hope it is
reinforced by the convention because I think it
says something important about the democratic
process and negotiation and compromise.
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•

When asked about her overall qoals for the first few weeks she
responded:
hope that they take away from this that democracy
is a really challenqinq process ••• its not so easily
done ••• like when we are tryinq to qet consensus on
the due date of a paper •••• we see very quickly how
hard it is to do that. When we do the Constitu
tional Convention in here we have representatives
from each state •••• we spend two days arquinq with
each other about the issues of slavery, taxation,
tariffs, and representation and they end up re
alizinq how difficult it is to come to con
sensus ••• yet how important it is for all people
involved to have some say in it ••••• I think that
they would definitely say that democracy is a hard
thinq ••• and that there are times when it is not
easy to be democratic.
1:

Spendinq time discussinq democratic challenqes at the
beqinninq of the semester was Mary's way of "settinq up the

•

issues" for the year.

As

discussed before, she used social

history to challenqe historical perceptions of democratic
values includinq freedom, equality, individual riqhts, social
responsibility, and proqress. At the beqinninq of the year,
Mary brouqht these broader issues into the discussion, but
after a few months the students, more often than not, raised
similar types of concerns.

A student of Hary's summarized her

understandinq of United states history when asked what she
learned from the class that was most important.

Of special

interest was the connection she made between the personal and
the political:

•

Well ••• I think the whole qrowinq up process that
our country has been throuqh is very important,
because individually we have to qrow up and as a
country we have to qrow up. We still are a very
younq country ••• and we've qone throuqh a lot •••
we've made some very qood decisions, but have been
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through some hard times as well.
Ruth did not start her year with the establishment of
united States democracy.

•

However, when she arrived at it

chronologically, she spent three weeks on the Constitution
alone.

She mentioned, on a few occasions, that she spent more

time than the other teacher on this unit because she found it
central to her goals for her course.

When asked what she

wanted her students to learn from her Constitution unit, she
responded:
The practical aspects of the Constitution ••• that it
is not just a piece of history .• that it is
something that will affect them •• so ••• we learn
about compromises, how the Constitution came
about ••• then we take the document and dissect it.
We rewrite certain parts of it••• we rewrite the
preamble ••• and how they would rewrite the Bill of
Rights for today' society ••• what changes they would
make. We take cases ••
Interviewer: Supreme Court cases?
Ruth: Actually current cases .•• some hypothetical
situations ••• we
compare
them,
how
would
it
fit ••• and they role play some of them. We look at
a number of things for evaluation •• we look at it
from a
moral standpoint, ethical standpoint,
especially rights. Always with this unit, and I do
this with the rest of my units, but this unit on
the Constitution has to relate to now ••• it is
meaningless if the kids don't relate to it
now ••••• the Civil War is important, the Rev
olutionary War is important, but without knowledge
of the constitution nothing else really makes any
sense.
They need to know what is going on ••• kids
need to know about their rights.

•

Again, we see the importance Ruth placed on the connection
between the

Constitution and the lives

of

her

students,

especially from the standpoint of morals and ethics.

She

wanted them to understand their rights as guaranteed by the
Constitution, but in a critical way.
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She did not present it

•

•

as a finished product, but encouraged her students to examine
its

strengths

and

reinterpretations.

limitations

through

roleplays

and

To this end, Ruth spent much of this unit

having her students rewrite the Bill of Rights.

To facilitate

their

analogies

understanding,

she

used

school

describe constitutional rights.

rule

to

Like Mary, she discussed

broad themes of equality, justice, individual rights, social
responsibility,

and freedom in relationship to the consti

tution and its role in United States history.

Although Ruth's

discussions were more structured than Mary's, both focused on
these broader themes of democracy.
From the perspectives of both teachers, the story of
united
•

states history was the

story

of

democracy.

The

relationship was so intertwined that most of the critical
questions asked by the teachers in the classroom had to do
with democratic values.

These questions were so enmeshed

within the teachers' philosophies and practices that they were
almost too integral to extract.

An example which occured

frequently, and has already been mentioned in this work, was
how both Mary and Ruth talked about exclusion and equality.
Who questions were asked almost daily.

writes history?"
"Who got to vote?"

"Who

"Who was included in making that decision?"
"Who was counted a person in establishing

representation?" and so on.

•

"Who is equal?"
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Student as citizen
Interviewer: Citizenship education has long been a
theoretical focus of social studies education••• I
was wondering what you thought about it and whether
it relates to what you are doing here?
Mary: It does •••• but I don't know that it's the
classic definition of citizenship. Ok •••• well I do
have a flag in this room (jokingly), but I didn't
last year, it was here when I got here this year.
But, I think that a lot of times citizenship has
been narrowly defined •••• it certainly is a big part
of the social studies curriculum everywhere ••• but
for me ••• what I think of as creating citizenship
skills is to a) be critical of what's around you
and to be critical of the media, and to be critical
of society, and b) to hopefully make students feel
empowered enough that they see they have some role
in the change that needs to take place, if they
believe that a change needs to take place.
Ommmm.••••• so I hope to teach them to have really
good decision making skills and to be able to be
people who will consider all sides of an issue
before they make a decision.
So that's how we
really deal with citizenship in the classroom, by
considering lots of perspectives.
And later in the same interview:
I tell them from the start of the year "Don't just
listen to what I say and sit back and say that's
it, because I am telling you what I think is
important and may not be what you think is
important •••• be critical of what I say, be critical
of the course."
I tell them to be critical of
everything. "If you sit back and are passive, then
you have no right to complain when something bad
happens."

•

•

From these excerpts we see that Mary carefully considered her
role in facilitating citizenship education in her loth qrade
United States history courses.

She labelled her definition of

citizenship as nontraditional, which meant that she did not
advocate the uncritical transmission of democratic values.
Rather, she looked at democratic citizenship as a process of
critical thinking and decision making.
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Again, the importance

•

•

of using multiple perspectives to examine social issues was
empbasized in her goals for citizenship education.

She told

ber students to be critical of everything including herself,
her course, the school, and the broader society.
that

ber

two-pronged

thoughtful students,

approacb

wou1d

not

Mary hoped

on1y

develop

but that it would empower them to be
She did warn them about apathy,

socially responsible.

but

maintained their right to choose their own social battles.
In a1most all of the classes I observed, I saw Mary push
her students to broaden their views and arque for her own
ideas.

Yet, she still left her students room to decide for

themselves.

Mary demonstrated this by fo110wing up on the

social issues of interest to her students.
•

excerpt

returns

us

to

an

earlier

scenario

The following
of

a

discussion on homelessness:

•

So
basically we were talkinq about social
Darwinism ••. about whether people who are ricb today
deserve to be rich and people who are poor deserve
to be poor.
This brouqht up the whole issue of
homelessness .•• and somebody said that "yes, home
less people did deserve to be poor because they
didn't work" ..•• other students disaqreed. And then
one student started cryinq and said that she knew
severa1 homeless teenagers and that they had a lot
of other problems, probably some that these kids
can't even imaqine ••• and "that even thouqh 1ife on
the street is horrible it's better that it was at
home."
Then another qirl said that they should
stay at home, but that the government should do
something about it ••• and then the first qirl said
they do try, but they can't possibly help everyone.
So this sparked this long discussion •.• then we qot
into this thinq about employment •.. "These people
should just go out and qet jobs. II So I said "wbere
will they qet a job?"..... the response was
"McDonalds."
"First, it is hard for a homeless
person to get a job if they have no address ••. no
place to be ca1led back, but let's look at how easy
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class

it would be to live on a McDonald's salary." We
did all the calculations for a forty hour week at
five dollars an hour ••• with how much you might need
to spend on different things. I think it brought
home that the Company town problems could happen
today ..... we were in debt too on our McDonald's
salary, even as an individual person ••• "so imagine
as a parent ••• you would be way in debt •• maybe not
living in a house."
Mary was not afraid of tangents,

especially if they

served her goals of broadening students '
social issues.

In the above excerpt,

•

perspectives on

she encouraged her

students' inquiry by allowing ample time for discussion, and
by guiding them in practical ways to challenge their own
solutions.

Some were able to see that "getting a job" was not

the panacea they might have expected. Mary was not content to
just revel in her excitement about this spontaneous dis
cussion, but over the weekend went to the library to research
the issue.

•

By rearranging her curriculum for the week, she

made room for more work on the questions of homelessness:
I hope to build on that tomorrow by taking readings
from
opposing
viewpoints .•• like
homelessness
threatens working families versus homelessness
doesn't threaten working families; the government
should provide more housing versus the government
shouldn't provide a better housing policy; then
various causes •••• mental illness is a cause versus
it isn't; alcoholism is a cause versus it isn't •••
In this

case,

Mary encouraged her

students

as critical

thinkers by allowing them to raise questions, pose concerns,
analyze viewpoints and discuss possible solutions prior to
reading about homelessness.

The readings were added to

facilitate a deeper understanding of the issues from a variety
of perspectives.

She then had them compare what they knew
116

•

•

with what they read to further discuss this complex social
issue, with the expressed goal of connecting students to
social issues.

She harnessed their interest and asked them

what could be done, on societal and personal levels.

When

planning curriculum, it can be difficult to only wait for
spontaneous moments to define what you will cover, but Mary
seemed to seek a
learning.

balance between planned and unplanned

This worked for the four students I interviewed who

all found her class interesting,

relevant,

and thought-

provoking.
Ruth also used social issues to develop citizenship
skills in her students.

•

•

Like Mary, she wanted her students to

understand many perspectives, but reserved their perogitive to
make their own decisions about how to think and act:
Interviewer: A broad goal of the social studies is
to educate children for citizenship ••• is this
important? •• is it part of your message?
Ruth: Yes, but it is a covert message ••• responsible
citizens is such a broad statement ••. regardless of
how these kids turn out ••• regardless of the paths
they will take ••• from this unit on government .•• if
they act properly they will know their rights, if
they act improperly they will know their rights.
Not everyone is going to be perfect, and I'm not
asking them ••• I'm not telling them to be perfect,
but I can tell them consequences ••• how you should
act. I can't live their lives for them ••• only act
as a role model. This is a democracy and you do
have rights, but you have to act within reason.
People walk around ••• "well it's my right" •. well
what about other people's rights?
You have to
respect others' rights as well.
Those are the
types of messages I am covertly teaching ••• I don't
want to be a lecturer•• and I don't portray myself
like that ••• I'm not perfect either ••• but we talk
about ways we should be •••• you know ••• you teach,
you talk, you teach, you talk.
Ruth used a lot of rights language to discuss her goals for
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citizenship education.

She told her students that they had

~

the right to make their own decisions, but wanted them to
understand the consequences of their actions.

Her role, as

she described it, was to act as a role model and to provide
enough information for students to make considered decisions.
In the above excerpt, Ruth indicated that there were ways
in which people ought to behave and that was part of the
knowledge that she wanted to teach in her classroom.

Unlike

Mary, I found Ruth more focused on individual development than
collective action.

Still, her approach was much more mixed

than this quote signifies.

In addition to discussing the con

sequences of breaking laws, she also encouraged her students
to critically analyze the social fabric of society including
the creation and interpretations of legislation.

As mentioned

~

before, who was included, who wrote it, and who it favored or
oppressed were often concerns in her class.
Ruth employed a variety of activities, including critical
film analysis, to encourage her students to question societal
assumptions.

Below are some excerpts from a worksheet used in

conjunction with the viewing of the feature film The Last of
the Mohicans:
Your challenge here is to analyze the film and to
think critically about its messages.
Does it
capture the essence of the time period?
Is it
historically accurate? No one is arguing that a
movie has to be.
However, visual images are
powerful, and many Americans believe what they see
on screen. In an age in which visual images rush
at us from every direction, we must be able to
differentiate between accurate ones and ones that
are only meant to entertain or persuade us.
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•

The purpose of our viewing is to examine how film
can shape the way people think about historical
events.
(The worksheet goes on to list daily
questions for the students to write about, a couple
go directly to the above point):
What do you think the film maker wanted you to feel
and to think?
Are there times in this movie when you thought the
film maker used a certain image to make a
particular point? How?
This activity encouraged students to look for historical
inaccuracies and, more importantly, specific social messages
from the film maker.

Both were discussed after the viewing of

the movie, as Ruth says, "To see how Hollywood has tended to
blur the
fiction."

lines between historical fact

and entertaining

While Ruth's goal was to enable her students to

watch film critically, she did not explore the underlying
•

reasons why society finds some visual images so compelling.
In this case, critical thinking for the goal of historical
accuracy seemed most important to Ruth. Perhaps this was a
reasonable goal, given the age and experience of her stUdents.
For many, this was the first time the history books had been
actively questioned.

When Ruth showed Disney's Pocohontas,

her stUdents were appalled at the historical inaccuracy of the
story, as well as the social messages that were being sent to
their younger siblings.

Their critical viewing skills were

activated, and for Ruth that was an important first step in
citizenship education.
As mentioned, Ruth showed a mixture of critical depth in
her goals and activities of her United states history class.
•

She used social history and social issues to question narrow
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historical interpretations, but did not always problematize
new

interpretations

or

speak

with

her

students

4It

about

possibilities of social change to address the problems they
identified.

Two activities I observed illustrate this.

The

first was a chip game in which students were given trading
rules for greater economic gain.

They played a few rounds and

then Ruth summarized the point of the game as the exercising
of freedom to "get rich n •

While she did a good job discussing

the taken-for-grantedness of some U. S. freedoms, she did not
problematize

issues

of

opportunity,

exclusive

access

to

wealth, unequal distribution, or related social class issues.
On another occasion, Ruth grouped her students into pairs
to see how many words they could make out of the word
"American. II

The goal for this activity was to come up with

the

If

phrase

I

can. "

This

seems

a

traditional,

unquestioned interpretation of the American dream.

4It

and

Yet, with

many other activities, she delved deeply into the underlying
issues.

To start her unit on the Revolutionary War she asked

"Why do students fight with each other?" and
disagree with the school,

or teacher? II

"Why might they
The class

then

analyzed reasons and devised solutions to address conflict.
Within this mixture of activities, many of her students seemed
to be getting her message.

When asked what he was learning,

traces of empowerment were apparent in one student's reply:
If you don't like something that happened in the
past we could change it. In class right now we are
learning about our rights and the laws.
History
also teaches us what we can do ••• like through
protest and all ..• and how we can help chanqe the
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•

laws even if we are not of voting age.
For

Ruth

important,

Mary,

and

citizenship

if hard to define,

history instruction.

education

was

an

outcome for United states

While both valued critical analysis of

multiple perspectives,

Mary on the whole

did

this more

consistently than Ruth.

For example, Mary's activity on being

an American cut deeply into the influences that comprise
social views of United states culture.

Her students discussed

their own definitions of Americanism, then analyzed opposing
views on the topic (Arthur Slessinger versus Ronald Takaki),
and

finally

used

all

the

understandings of culture.

•

information

to

examine

their

Perhaps we can attribute this to

differing assumptions about the developmental readiness of 8th
and lOth qrade students, but it also seemed like a difference
in

philosophy.

Mary

encouraged

more

reflective

self-

examination in relationship to social issues than did Ruth,
though both valued it as a goal of citizenship education.

Teacher as citizen
Mary and Ruth modelled citizenship in their classrooms in
a variety of ways.

These included sharing personal stories,

admitting when they did not know something, negotiating topics
and assignments with students, sharing their own reactions to
content, and openly discussing school-wide issues.

In ad

dition, Ruth communicated her expectations of her students in

•

very open and tangible ways.

Goals for the day and homework
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assignments were described in detail on the side board, and
rubrics were given out with each major project.
was

crowded

with

materials

that

conveyed

4It

Ruth's room
her

critical

approach, including a poster that said "Assume Nothing", a map
of the world from the Australian perspective, a shelf full of
historical resources, and pictures of George Washington and
Abe Lincoln in beachwear.

Ruth did all assignments along with

her students, a practice that was much appreciated by the four
students that were interviewed. On the

who~e,

her stUdents

seemed to view her as honest about her perspectives and
expectations.

As she said herself,

"I never make false

promises, I come prepared to class and I work hard to make it
interesting for my students. II
One of the biggest issues that arose in Ruth's class
demonstrated her idea of citizenship modelling.
was on hand to watch it unfold.
of

presenting

colonialism.

a

play

or

4It

Luckily, I

Her students had the option

video

about

some

aspect

of

One group made a film depicting the Salem witch

scare from a contemporary perspective.

Included in the video

were references to current Satanic rituals, mostly garnered
from rock videos,

as well as some negative references to

symbols of christianity.

The video was extremely sophis

ticated from a production standpoint,

and to my mind,

it

managed to convey the hysteria of the Salem witch trials.
That was Ruth's thinking as well, as she said to me after
class:

4It
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•

I am so glad you were here to see that! •.•• Isn't
that amazinq ••• all that devil stuff, I'm sure the
school board would not like that very much at
all ••• but what am I qoinq to do? That is the way
they portrayed the Salem witchcraft trials •• and I
think they made a lot more sense out of it than
just reading f~om a book, they made a connection to
the cults and witches in the current age.
They
could see that connection ••• and I thought it was
beautifully done!
Ruth did show it to the assistant principal before showing it
to her other classes.

He was supportive, but advised her not

to show it anymore in case it became a problem for parents.
Ruth decided to call the authors' parents to make them aware
of the controversy and of the content of the film:

•

I told them (parents) that they qot a hundred, that
it was brilliant and that I loved it, but that it
was banned because there were some Satanic re
ferences in it ••. and it might be disturbing to some
people. I mean both of these boys who made it were
on the honor roll. I said to the parents "If you
notice a slip in qrades or attitude •• then you can
worry, but at this point ....
This is basically the same speech Ruth used with all of her
classes in relationship to the banning when they asked to see
the film.

She also talked about how, when she was qrowing up,

her parents were afraid that she would become addicted to
drugs if she went to a Kiss concert or listened to Alice
Cooper:

•

Interviewer: Were the students upset about it being
banned?
Ruth: Yes, but they were very happy that I levelled
with them.
r told them it was banned and that we
couldn't watch it ••• I told them that I loved it ••• I
had no problem with it, but I think some people
might so we can't watch it anymore. They want me to
be a rebel ••• and I said n I am a rebel, but I do
like my job. II
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Ruth was excited about the work of these students and remained
She was honest with the

so despite banning the video.
authors,

their

parents,

her

other

administration about her position.

students,

the

She took responsibility

for banning the film from her classroom,
reasons over with her students.

and

•

but talked the

While she did not let the

students decide for themselves, she did tell them why it was
important to her not to ruffle feathers over this issue.

We

could arque that she should have picked this battle to fight,
but it seems more important to focus on what she did model for
her students.

She demonstrated the human activity of making

a complex decision in the face of competing moral values.
Mary also thought aloud as a
decision-making process.

way of modelling

the

She negotiated activities and as-

signments with her students on almost a daily bas is.

•

She

openly discussed school issues and when in disagreement with
school policy, owned this to her classes.

Mary encouraged her

students to participate in decision-making at the school on
many levels.

When the administration asked her to find a

student from each class to serve on a committee to discuss a
change to block scheduling, Mary turned it into a democratic
election:
Mary: A volunteer is needed for a school committee
on intensive scheduling. (As Mary describes the
duties 10 hands go up to volunteer).
Student 1: How will we decide. Should we pick from
a hat?
Mary: No, let's use a democratic process.
Student 2: Then we need some speeches.
Mary: Ok? (most students nod or say yes) •• let's go
down the line.
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The ten students each spoke a short time about their position
on block scheduling.

Three students said they were not in

favor of it, but wanted to learn more.

Four liked the idea

for various reasons, but also stated that they needed more
The remaininq three were unsure,

information.

interested in the question.

but were

Four students marketed their can

didacy with phrases like "I'm a good speaker," "I'll go to all
the meetings and I am not afraid to speak up and have the
classes' opinions voiced," "I will speak my mind," and "My
parents are involved so I'll have more information. II

After

the speeches, Mary asked her students to write their vote on
a piece of paper.

•

As

they started to do this she said, "Wow,

this is a hard decision."
While

seemingly

unremarkable,

teresting for a few reasons.

this

process was

in

Mary had taken the expectation

for a teacher nomination and turned it into a matter of
representation on an issue of importance to her students.

On

numerous occasions, :r heard students express concern about
this scheduling change.

This was also evidenced by the large

number of volunteers for the committee.
speeches,

and

the

speeches

The suqgestion for

themselves

understanding of the democratic process.

indicated

an

While it is hard to

say whether the vote ended up qoing to the most popular
student in class, a piece of overheard conversation recorded
in my field notes, indicated a more considered decision:

•

As students vote, some are discussing the options.
A qroup of four women who are sittinq near me are
clearly trying to form a voting block.
They are
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discussing the candidates by who they think is the
most qualified, who they agree with and who might
most benefit by having the role. One student names
a candidate and says, II She is new here maybe it
would be a nice way for her to get involved."

•

Mary modelled this type of considered decision making in
most of her interactions with her students.

When planning

activities, making assignments, grading, and discussing school
issues,

Mary sought significant student input.

As said

previously, she did not shy away from controversial issues.
A great deal of her time was spent developing ways to talk to
her students about contentious matters.

These were concerns

that she struggled with as a person and a teacher.

After

attending the National Endowment for the Humanities summer
program "Religion and the National Culture," Mary described
one of her dilemmas:
Interviewer: Since you want to integrate this into
your curriculum, how will you do it?
Mary: I think it is a touchy subject. I feel a lot
of people say that if you talk about one religion
you have to talk about all and I think that is a
fight many teachers would like to avoid. I need to
create subversive ways of doing it, but at the same
time I'd like to be up front about it with my
students.
Interviewer: What do you think they would say?
Mary: Even last year when I didn't talk about re
ligion that much ••• immediately as soon as you say
anything about it they say, "We can't talk about
religion. It
Interviewer: The students say that?
Mary: Yes, and my roommate had a whole blow up with
the school board about it. It is just a hot button
issue, but at the same time it is important to do
some of it. So we will. It is hard to talk about
American history without talking about religion. I
don't know how you can talk about the American
Revolution, the constitution, the Declaration of
Independence, these documents contain a lot of
religious thought, the concept of a civil religion ••
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In this interview we see that Mary wanted to include the
influence of religious belief on the social and political
events in united states history in her curriculum.

She wished

her students to critically analyze its impact, but was not yet
able to penetrate the general resistance to the classroom
study of religion in any form.

This was a question she

continued to struggle with in her teaching, as she did with
many

taboo

issues,

SUbjects

like

racism,

discrimination,

gender

classism, and exclusion. Tinkering with her goals,

trying out new activities, and talking them over with her
students showed Mary's teaching as a work in progress.
At the beginning of this project both teachers expressed
doubt that I
•

theory

of

would uncover a comprehensive and consistent

education

from

talking

assumptions, plans, and practices.

with

them

about

their

As we have seen, both Mary

and Ruth's teaching was grounded in their perceptions of
united states history, democracy, citizenship education. It
was influenced by their beliefs about students, their role as
teacher,

and the

classrooms.

larger social context

influencing their

So far we have seen that who these teachers were

and how they viewed themselves,

their students, and their

knowledge of social education had an important impact on their
expressed goals.

Next, we turn to what the teachers claimed

as the most important means through which they worked to
accomplish their goals.

•

Namely, the relationships they tried

to build in their classrooms .
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Chapter 5
TEACHER AS BUILDER OF CLASSROOM COMMUNITY

The age old challenge is in the translation.

Theories,

philosophies, rationales, and thematic goals do not always
translate easily into practice.

Both Mary and Ruth wanted

their students to personally connect with the lessons of
history, to see history from a social perspective, and to view
democracy as a collective process in which they, as common
people,

had an important role.

They wished to

offer op

portunities for students to practice the role of citizen,
including developing skills in critical analysis,
understanding,

problem

ticipation, and action.

solving,

decision

•

empathic

making,

par

But how did these teachers attempt to

reach toward these learning goals within their classrooms?

I

have already provided some clues as to how this was under
taken.

In this chapter, we will focus more specifically on

how Mary and Ruth's perspectives on social education were
translated

into

their

daily

plans,

activities,

and

interactions with students.
Studying the establishment of relationships
classrooms

was

crucial to discerning

how

Mary

translated their teaching theories into practice.

in their
and

Ruth

For both

teachers the work of the course happened within the context of
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the relationships they forged with their classes.

These in

cluded the relationships each teacber facilitated with and
among ber students, and the relationships they shaped between
students and the content and goals of their courses.

While

there may be many ways to view the pedagoqy of these two
teacbers,

I

found

nothing as

stronqly emergent and con

sistently compelling as the emphasis they both placed on
relationships as
accomplished.

the medium through

Even

though

Mary

and

which most
Ruth

had

else was
different

assumptions about relationships and played different roles in
tbe nurturance of these in their classrooms, according to
botb,

•

relationships

successful
utilized

served as the primary determinent

practice.

these

is

How they developed,
the

topic

for

differences in their approaches, I

this

supported

chapter.

of
and

Despite

believe there is much to

learn about relationship building from both of these models.

RUTH

Building relationships with and among students
Ruth's relationships with ber students could be cbarac
terized as a balance between a personal commitment to each
student and a professional responsibility to her educational
goals.

She took an active interest in the concerns of her

students and treated them with care and respect.

For the most

part, she listened to what they had to say, was careful not to
•

interrupt, provided many opportunities for them to meet with
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her individually, and offered constant encouragement of their
efforts.

~

Her support was not lost on her students, as all

four interviewed said that she cared about their success.

In

every class I observed, Ruth's words of encouragement were
plentiful and included phrases such as; "great," "perfect, II
"much better," "this is a new unit so let's start off well,"
"I was superpleased by your quizzes," "good answers," and "see
how we used our heads to figure this out?"

When offering

encouragers, Ruth's voice was authentic and enthusiastic.
Even in interviews when we discussed students, or when she
showed me their work, she was genuinely animated.
As mentioned before,

Ruth was also direct with her

students about her role in the classroom:

~

I don't think of the teacher as the all knowing,
autonomous giver of knowledge •••• I am just here to
facilitate ••••
Ruth willingly admitted many of her mistakes to her students,
thought about her curriculum aloud with them, and offered them
some opportunities to participate in curriculum decisions.

By

modelling her thinking, she hoped to encourage her students to
"use their heads to f iqure out" some of the content.

This she

called "discovery learning, II a defining characteristic of her
teaching approach.

In each class I

observed, there were

components of this approach in which Ruth asked her students
to use what they knew to discuss what might have happened next
historically.

Ruth saw her students as capable of figuring

things out and her role as finding ways to support them in
their

learning.

She

described
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each class as

having

a

~

•

"different personality" and said that

it was important to

change her teaching approach to fit the class.

I observed two

middle level classes over the year and found that while much
of the material was the same, Ruth's approach did vary with
each class.

One qroup she gave less

direction and more

freedom for discussion, while the other she maintained more
authority.

When I

inquired if she perceived a difference

between the two classes, she stated that the second class
seemed to require more explanation and monitoring to keep them
on task.

When asked to compare the three tracking levels,

Ruth responded:

•

As far as I'm concerned all my kids are able to do
everything and anything, it is just a matter of how
they process it. That's the only difference between
the levels for me.
One way Ruth learned about processing differences was
through class discussions of how students did their work.

By

doing each assignment along with the students, Ruth seemed to
open the door for more of this how-to talk.
students appreciated her effort.

Many of the

As one said:

She gives you time to do it (work), and she does it
herself too •••• so you see what she is doing ••• and
she's not just saying "Here's your homework, I'll
check on it later" •••• we do it together
Ruth took pains to establish supportive and respectful
relationships with her students.

While she seemed to have

fairly rigorous goals for her classes' learning, her students
perceived her as someone who helped them in significant ways
•

to reach these goals. Her curriculum expectations were out in
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the open for her students to see and understand.

Not only did

•

she tallc about them, but her goals and homework expectations,
as previously mentioned, were written on the board each day.
A student's course qrade

was comprised of

a

variety

of

assessments which included some traditional tests and quizzes,
but also a

significant number of creative projects.

Ruth

presented, verbally and in writing, the detailed rubrics which
she

used

quizzes,

to

grade

review

preparation.

assignments.

notes,

Creative

and

She offered

after

projects

bonus

school-time

consisted

of

for

plays,

point
test
pre

sentations, mock letter writings, and point of view essays.
Students graded themselves on their major project in the
course, an ongoing interactive notebook.

While this will be

described in detail in the next section, it is important to

•

note that Ruth gave her pupils the opportunity to assess their
own work.

When asked how she felt about this process, she

replied that, for the most part, the students gave themselves
the same grade she would have and,

if not, were generally

harder on themselves.
Balancing care and support with academic rigor was a
symmetry that Ruth worked on constantly. To be both personal
and professional was important to Ruth, and characterized how
she described her role in the classroom:
I don't want to be their best friend, but as you
can see I am very personal with them .•• askinq them
how they are ..• lf I see someone who is upset, I'll
pull them out into the hallway.
If people are
saying ignorant thinqs about other people I'll
address that. I basically confront the kids on
everything they do, positive and negative.
I try
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•

to show them that I care about them by askinq "How
did you do in your game?" or "What did you do to
your foot?" or "Your hair looks nice."
I always try to say somethinq nice, somethinq
positive to the kids because 8th grade is a very
touqh age for them and their self-esteem and mood
swings ••• and they really need to know that you're
there for them, because we are a parent figure,
we're an adult, we're a role model and they need to
know that we care about them. It is a real needy
age •• but you still need to be structured and you
have to let them know that this is wronq, that "You
can't do that" ••• but you don't have to be a
screamer and a yeller. You can just go up to them
and say "This is inappropriate, it is just not
right." Every once in awhile I'll have a fit ••• but
that's okay ••• because they see different sides of
you ••••
Ruth's academic and behavioral expectations occupied a
center role in her classes, but they were accomplished through

•

the supportive working relationships she established with her
stUdents. The stUdents perceived this care and most of them
seemed involved and invested.

While the students interviewed

did not see the coursework as "easy", they all felt that Ruth
made it easier through her encouragement and accessibility.
They claimed to know where they stood with her and found her
consistency and structure reassuring.

As Ruth said:

I never make false promises ••• if I say I'm going to
do something its as good as done.
If you miss
three homeworks I call home ••• in my roll book
you can see I've already made over thirty phone
calls (end of October) ••• I call. I call for good
and bad things. The kids know I'm stable, that I
follow through, that I'm not just blowing smoke,
and I think I get a lot of respect for that.

It was also important to Ruth that her students "learn to
•

work together."

She believed this was a consequential life
lJJ

skill, one they would need for the rest of their education as

4It

well as their working lives. students worked in groups almost
every day that I observed, and in all cases Ruth appointed
them to groups.

The assignments were varied with students

travelling across the room to join with others. While she did
have seat assignments, she changed them often and did not use
them to determine the composition of collaborative groups.
Ruth said she occasionally allowed the students to compose
their own groups, especially for assignments that involved out
of class time. Ruth talked to her class as a whole group much
of the time.

Her phrases of encouragement were group-oriented

and included comments about the classes' progress ("You did
great on your quizzes!" and "You'll be so excited by your

4It

grades on your interactive notebooks.")
While Ruth emphasized the importance of figuring out
meanings together, much of the energy of the classroom was
directed toward her.

During whole class discussions, stUdents

generally responded to questions Ruth asked or statements she
made.

In most cases, she seemed at the center of the classes'

attention.

Even the follow up discussions after qroup work

were directed and evaluated by Ruth.

While she did encourage

multiple views of history and student input, Ruth usually took
the

role

of

interpreter

and

stated

significant meanings to be found.

or

summarized

This role was consistent

with Ruth's assumptions about her students'
capabilities.

the

developmental

While she fully believed them able to critic

ally analyze information, she thought they needed structured
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•

direction to do this successfully.

Ruth stated that, for most

of her students, this was the first time that the history
books had been questioned, and that they required a lot of
assistance to understand multiple interpretations.

Con

sequently, Ruth played two interesting and contradictory roles
in relationship to authority.

While she did allow her

students much creative room for questioning, through both her
teaching

activities

fallible,

and

the

presentation

of

herself

as

she still acted as the primary interpreter of

meaning.
As the primary interpreter of meaning, Ruth said she had
some significant curriculum decisions to make involving time,
coverage, and inclusion. While strongly committed to multiple
•

perspectives, she often ran out of time to entertain many
views.

In about half of the classes I observed, she gave a

single interpretation of an event or construct.

While this

view usually differed from a traditional viewpoint, it often
skirted over other important issues.

Revisting an earlier

example, she had the class participate in a game of economic
opportunity which was designed to simUlate problems of access
based on social class status.

Ruth just used the simulation

to illustrate how Americans took their freedom to compete in
capitialism for granted.

While it is arguable that this is

the first step in understanding' how some peoples' freedoms are
more accessible than others, Ruth's interpretation of the
purpose of the simulation was limited.
•

On the other hand,

when discussing the Constitution, Ruth carefully illustrated
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the concept of limited access to freedom and opportunity based
on social group membership.

•

Overall, I qot the sense that

although the students were beinq somewhat carried throuqh
As one

critical social analysis, they did pick up on it.
student said in his interview: "She makes us think."

This mix of a teacher directed and student-centered
classroom had elements of openess and structure.

The students

interviewed perceived themselves as havinq important roles in
the class,

felt personally connected to Ruth,

and

felt

welcomed to express their ideas and points of view verbally or
on paper. Their respect for Ruth and their committment to her
seemed quite stronq.

In all the times I observed, Ruth never

had to raise her voice to qet the students' attention.

The

students voluntarily quieted at the beqinninq of class, and if
some went off task other students sbussbed them.

•

And while

the classes often became loud in groups, they remained for the
most part on task.

There were few classroom manaqement

problems that I observed, despite the presence of a number of
students other teachers had labelled "trouble makers. It On the
few occasions that Ruth had to quiet an individual student,
she most often said just his name.

sometimes, as she

walked

around the room, which she did constantly, she stopped and
whispered somethinq to help a stUdent catch up.

On a few

occasions,

class

I

did observe

her

confrontinq

the

or

aparticular stUdent for not keepinq up with homework: "See me
after school or you'll qet a zero."
Ruth expected her students to demonstrate respect for
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•

each other. This, she told them, meant listeninq quietly when
someone was

talking,

paying attention to

other people's

presentations, leaving other students' property alone, and not
talking about people behind their backs.

While Ruth primarily

used modelling to communicate ber expectations to her stu
dents,

she

directly.
classmate

sometimes

confronted

offendinq

behavior

more

When a number of students were talking about a
who

got

into

some

kind

of

trouble

with

the

principal, Ruth said:
Let's not talk about it ••••• (a little louder) let's
not talk about it.
I don't think it is fair to
talk about someone that is not here.
On another occasion, Ruth asked the class where a certain

•

student was.
he qot hit

A few people responded that he was out because
by an automobile and he was home recuperating.

Some laughter accompanied comments about how "stupid" one must
be to qet hit by a car, to which Ruth responded:
Really, it could have happened to any of us ••• you
know that it could.
In summary, Ruth attempted to facilitate relationships
with and among her students that were supportive, respectful
and productive.

She desired that they worked together well

and not abridqe anyone else's learning and comfort in her
classroom.

Ruth still remained at the center of the classroom

in many ways, but she did seem to offer a role to students
that many found satisfactory.

•

They were able to participate

and voice their views, but still had the safety of clear
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expectations.

She employed a balance between challenge and

support.

•

facilitating students' relationships
with cOurse content and goals
Ruth's concern for structured experiences to meet her
students' needs was most evident in the teaching strategies
she adopted.

One of her goals, as discussed before, was to

encourage student connections with the social fabric of united
states'

history.

To Ruth,

critically understanding the

meaning of history was the most important instructional aim.
She used strategies that allowed her students to connect their
present lives to the social issues of the past. "Figuring out"
activities were at the center of her attempts to develop their
skills of historical understanding. Writing advertisements to
encourage colonists to come to the New World despite the

•

hardships, posing a theory about the disappearance of Roanoke
based

on

known

information,

and

devising

a

simile

and

rationale for an event in the Revolutionary War were some of
the ways Ruth encouraged her students to

interact with

meanings.
One of the students' favorite activities was trying to
figure out who shot first at Lexington Green, the British or
the Colonists.

For this activity, Ruth handed out a map of

the Green with some background information and ten different
opinions about what happened.

The students evaluated the

opinions for accuracy, but also considered who expressed the
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•

opinion and in what source (diary, letter, sworn testimony).
They then made an explanatory case for their view of the
events.

These cases were discussed with the Whole group

askinq questions and evaluating the merits of each proposal.
Since we do not know what actually happened, there was no

right answer to be discovered.

Ruth's goal for this activity

was for the students to learn about the issues at the time and
more importantly, to see how an individual's perspective can
be influenced by who they are and what they believe in.

In

both of the classes I observed, Ruth reminded students of this
point directly.
Ruth's desire for structure within her curriculum. caused

•

her to employ a new strateqy for organizing her students' work
cal.led an interactive notebook. While Ruth thought her classes
had been going well, she still felt some kind of organizing
structure was missing.

In adopting the interactive notebook,

she hoped to pull the year together into the students' "own
history book."

In other words, she hoped her stUdents would

use this method to connect more personally to the content of
the course. Although the year of this study coincided with the
first year she used this method, she was very pleased by the
results, even in this initial implementation. In the following
interview excerpt, she described her rationale for using the
interactive notebook:

•

I really am against passive notetakinq, I think it
is boring, I've always hated it. I don't like the
textbook much either, I feel it is just one per
son's perspective on history. That's why you will
always hear me telling stories, referrinq to the
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newspaper, making connections, linkages. We never
use the text))ook as a sole source, just as one
source.
The interactive notebook is a way to use
the textbook and other sources to take notes and to
process them ..• people have different ways of
processing things.
Some process ))y pictures, by
writing, doodling, graphs and the interactive
notebook lets children make choices about this.
Right side pages are typically for things that we
will be tested on, the left side is for processing.
The

interactive

notebook,

for

Ruth,

was

a

way

for

students to organize historical information from a variety of
perspectives, including their own.

They made a title page for

each unit using drawings, computer graphics, paintings and
other mediums.

As they progressed through a unit, Ruth gave

them typed notes, activity sheets, question sheets, and class
discussion handouts to tape into the right side pages of their
note))ooks.

On the corresponding left sides

"processed" the right side information.

the students

This was sometimes

•

done in class, sometimes for homework, and usually involved
their response to an open-ended question,

a sentence stem

(ltEar1y explorers are like rock musicians ))ecause .•..• It), a
political cartoon, a picture, or a historical quote.

On a

number of occasions, Ruth showed me the students' interactive
note))ooks.
essays,

The left sides were filled with drawings, poetry,

computer

responses.

graphics,

collages,

and

other

creative

I also o))served that many students were proud of

their work, sharing it with classmates, Ruth,

and even me.

Early in the year, Ruth expressed her excitement about this
teaching strategy:
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•

Can you imagine it with ten units! These will be
so thick and big! Real ownership and they'll save
these ••• and when they get to the senior high
they'll already know about them and it will be
easier for them to adjust. It's a big adjustment
with the right--left, nDo you mean this goes on the
left or a new right or left?" They have a hard
time with the directions, I have to repeat myself
like 90,000 times ••• but I'll tell you what, I think
its improving the way that they're learning ••• this
is my sixth year teachinq and I think I am as
excited as I was the first because of this. They
are learning and it's really sticking with them ••••
Interviewer: So how do you know it is sticking?
Ruth: By their class participation •••• but you know
what is really neat? Not all kids are comfortable
participating in class, but they are participating
in here. I have a student who I really have to pry
information from ••• she's so shy ••• but when I marked
her interactive notebook she got a 100! She really
flew with it! I'm really excited about it •.• I mean
it is a lot of hard work (points to 12 shopping
bags full of grading she did over the weekend) it
really gives me a lot of insight into the students
and their writing.

Ruth was clearly pleased with her use of the interactive
notebook.

Not only did it serve as a way for students to

orqanize their class materials, it also gave them a written
record of the historical content presented and discussed
within the course.

The students' reactions to the material

she presented were given significance by their inClusion in
the interactive notebook.

While it was not necessarily

"testable" information, the many ways the students "processed"
the content of the course was supported by Ruth. As one
student

noted

in

his

interview:

"It

is

like

your

own

interactive notebook, she lets you do anything you want with
it ...

•

Again this fit Ruth's goals for her course, which were

to make the curriculum accessible and meaningful to her
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By structuring their

students.

relationships

with

the

material through the interactive notebook, she offered a way
for her students to process a variety of sources, multiple

•

views of events, historical interpretation and individual
meaning making.

As Ruth said about her approach:

I hope I make sense, I try to make sense. I try to
bring it to a level where it is sensible. Sometimes
it is difficult to read, but it makes sense if you
discuss it on a real down to earth level ••• "This is
what you are reading, this is what it is saying"
and combine discussion with story.
In addition to making sense, Ruth wanted her curriculum
to connect with broader social issues.
social

education,

according

to

An important goal of

Ruth,

was

to

provide

interactions with meaningful social information to enable
students to make better decisions as members of the larger
society.

•

As mentioned in the last chapter, Ruth took this

goal very seriously.

In fact, it seemed the center of her

curriculum objectives for united states history instruction.
She consistently talked about the importance of connections in
our interviews, and more siqnificantly, with her students in
the classroom.
ongoing assignments were dedicated to teaching students
how to make these connections on their own.

The strongest

examples were the "time out" papers assigned every two weeks.
These required students to search the newspaper for current
events which related to historical materials within the unit
under study.

The students then wrote their interpretation of

these connections.

Another example was a map activity in
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•

which

Ruth

had

the

class

draw

demarcation on a current map,

the

lines

of

colonial

then find present day place

names which sbowed the influence of the controlling country.
Ruth constantly used examples from school life to make points
about historical events.

When studying the Revolutionary War

she started the unit by discussing the following questions;
"Why do

students fight?"

"What school rules

oppressive? II and "How might we protest these? It
excerpt,

do

you find

In this next

we revisit briefly Ruth's goals for her unit on the

Constitution:
The practical aspects of the Constitution ••• that it
is not just a piece of history •• that it is
something that will effect them ••• it has to relate
to now •••• it is meaningless if the kids don' t
relate it to now.
•

Again, we see Ruth as unwilling to teach something without
connecting it directly to the lives of her students.
Constitution was viewed as
changed

over

time

and

a

was

living document,
open

to

new

The

which had

interpretation.

Students were asked to figure out what it meant and to suggest
changes in areas which they felt lacked social relevance.
Ruth's goal for this was stated aboVe.
important
citizens,

for

her

students

to

Sbe thought it was

understand

to know about their freedoms,

their

role

their rights, and

their responsibilities:

•

People walk around "Well it is my rightu... well
what about other people's rights? You have to
respect other's rights as well. Those are the types
of messages I am covertly teachinq ••• I don't want
to be a lecturer ••• and I don't portray myself like
that ••• I'm not perfect either ••• but we talk about
ways that we should be. The way that they behave in
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as

•

my classroom ... that's also representative of the
Constitution. They have rights and responsibili
ties. Xf they are distracting •. X only have to look
at them because they know. I tell them that I come
prepared to class everyday and "You must be
prepared also. II
And in our discussions .••• we
taLK •.• I talk to these kids .•. you know, you teach,
you talk, you teach, you talk.
On some level, Ruth saw her classroom environment as
mirroring the social expectations of the Constitution.
students had some rights and some responsibilities.
rights

and

responsibilities

seemed

to

center

Her
These

on

the

assumptions and expectations Ruth had of herself

and her

students as outlined previously in this chapter.

Through

being a productive class member, Ruth thought her students
would learn some important lessons about their roles within
the larger society.

Through a constant and unrelenting focus

•

on the connections between the lessons of history and the
students' contemporary lives, Ruth hoped to teach them some
valuable skills for navigating the larger social world.

In

many ways, Ruth modelled these skills which included critical
social analysis, assessment of relevancy, openness to multiple
interpretations, and considered decision making.

While their

learning might be somewhat limited by her central role as
interpreter, many of the students seemed to understand her
message.

As one said when asked about the most important

thing he was learning through the study of history: "You might
predict something to come."
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MARY

Building relationships with and among students
I love 10th grade •.• it's funny I was just having a
discussion after school yesterday with this other
teacher who says that 10th grade is the worst year,
he would never want to teach it again (laughs).
He'd much rather teach freshman or juniors ••• he'd
never want to teach 10th grade again. I love the
10th grade ••• I think the students are more settled
than when they are freshmen, but they are still
young enough to be willing to try new projects ••• to
be creative.
For example, this week we are going
to start the Depression and as part of this unit
they are going to present Depression era talk
shows. They really get into it, get really excited
and make up funny things. It is interesting to
watch!
Mary, like Ruth, was fond of her students.

When she talked

about them she seemed genuinely excited by their energy, and
•

clearly motivated by the challenge of teaching them.
she noted that 10th grade was her favorite,
taught

eighth

graders

While

she previously

and enjoyed them too.

I

got

the

impression that she would find most grades appealing to work
with, even if for different reasons.
Mary's teaching approach was very student-centered.

She

defined her role as a facilitator, not an all knowing author
ity.

As discussed in the last chapter, Mary encouraged her

students to be critical of everything that happened in her
classroom, including her own teaching practices.

She was very

open to student input in planning her curriculum and solicited
their opinions almost daily.

Students seemed willing to offer

ideas and expressed concerns about projects, papers and read
•

ings.

For Mary, this was an important part of teaching, as
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she saw her role as one of discovering better ways to teach.

~

Her students were her colleaques in this venture, and she
relied on them for fresh ideas and critical feedback.

To

Mary, her students' involvement in their education was an
important part of her relationship with them. Her belief in
their ability to make reasoned decisions about their schooling
created the type of participatory classroom Mary valued:
It is very important to me that they (students)
feel that they can be successful in here ••• that
they know that I care about whether they are
successful or not.
From opening day, Mary set an expectation of personal in
volvement for her students.

The first thing she did was have

them write their names, addresses, and phone numbers on paper,

~

and then answer the following questions:
(1) What are you interested in in American History?
(2) What's the most interesting thing you've done
in social studies?
(3) What are your interests in general?
(4) What extracurricular activities do you do?
(5) What interesting thing did you do this summer?
What do you wish you could have done?
(6) What is your favorite book?
Your favorite
movie?
Mary used the responses to these questions to get to know her
students, but also to assist her with planning decisions.

To

Mary, each class had a "different personality", and the more
she knew about her students, the better she felt

able to

provide activities which enhanced her practice. After the
students

handed

in

their

answers,

responses to the questions alOUd.

Mary

shared

her

own

She added some biographical

information about herself, as well as a rationale for why she
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•

became a teacher.

In the two classes I observed, most of the

students listened attentively (and many with surprise) as a
teacher shared personal information.
Also, on the first day of class, Mary had her students
write about a pep rally they attended.

The goal of this ac

tivity was to show how eyewitnesses could interpret the same
event differently and to set up historical perspective as an
important critical concept for the year.

Most importantly,

these opening day activities provided the students with a
fundamental

first

impression of Mary's classroom.

They

learned that personal involvement was not only encouraged, but
necessary to the learning to take place over the year.

•

On a

number of occasions, Mary talked about the importance of
developing this type of classroom community to her overall
teaching goals.
In Mary's case, the first impression was a lasting one.
Throughout the year, Mary's classes remained student-centered
in many significant ways.
valued,

a

Student input into decisions was

wide variety of related

(and some

unrelated)

concerns were entertained in class, productive tangents were
encouraged

and

sometimes

followed

discussions were a common practice.

for

days,

and

open

Mary often levelled the

playing field by participating as an equal member within
roleplays.

Instead of orchestrating certain results from the

sidelines, Mary was more apt to take a position within the
roleplay to bolster discussion.
•

For example, in a Constitu

tional convention simulation, Mary let the discussion go for
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about 15 minutes without any input.

When it started to

falter, she nudged it along to a different issue by assuming
the role of the representative from Georgia;

•

"It is our God

given right to own slaves ••• it says so in the Bible ••••• after
all who would take care of them if we didn't?"
statement refreshed the simulation.

This single

By giving the students

permission to arque with her within the safety of a roleplay,
Mary proposed a different relationship between student and
teacher.

After a few months in the school, I began to notice

more open questioning of Mary's knowledge and authority by the
students, as well as less direction provided by Mary.

I was

amazed when she began one class period with the simple
question, "Does everyone know what they are doing?" and 45
minutes of productive work followed.
Mary's commitment to her students seemed strong, and her
encouragement of them tireless.

•

She viewed problems in

learning as problems of teaching and spent time reflecting
upon and changing her plans and practices.

What worked with

one class did not necessarily work with another, and Mary
sometimes tried six different approaches within the same day.
The four stUdents I interviewed felt that Mary's class was
interesting and relevant.

While two complained of too much

work, all four said Mary tried hard to help them succeed.
While Mary welcomed me into her classroom and generously gave
her time in interviews, her time with her stUdents was of
primary importance to her.

This next segment, taken from

fieldnotes, typifies her focus:
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•

•

As soon as the buzzer sounded the teacher quickly
finished her sentence, immediately got up from the
seat she had occupied while I interviewed her and
moved to the door to greet her students.
Many of
them commented on her new haircut, which I didn't
notice.
She was smiling, calling each student by
name and askinq them how they were.
She seemed
qlad to see them as they were her. There was
general talk among students about a variety of
topics with a few students asking questions about
class assignments of Mary.
In each class session I observed, the teacher's attention
shifted promptly to her students whenever they entered the
room.

In one case, in the middle of an interview, a student

came in to ask Mary a question.

She stopped mid-sentence,

responded directly to the student's concern, talked with her
for a few more minutes, and returned to the interview only

•

after the student was finished. The students sensed Mary's
interest in them and seemed comfortable whether asking her
about her haircut, entreating her to organize an after school
s~udy

group, seeking her advice as an academic advisor, or

negotiating the class curriculum.

Perhaps the best testimony

to Mary's regard as a student-centered teacher came from the
interaction described below.
A male student came into Mary's classroom as the
buzzer sounded to wait for a friend in Mary's
class.
He asked Mary "Why can' t I be in your
class? ..... she hesitated for a moment and responded
"because you are in Mrs. (Name)' s class." This was
not good enough for the student who kept askinq
"Why not?" in a variety of creative forms. After a
minute, his friend was ready to qo and the student
still not willing to give up said "Can we talk
about this later?" I got the distinct impression
that this had happened before.

•

Mary was also concerned about the types of relationships
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her

students

relationships
mentioned,

had

She

with each other.

in two primary ways.

First,

nurtured these
as previously

she facilitated group interaction and problem

solving by steppinq away from an authoritarian approach.

•

By

participating as a class member in simUlations and group work,
and by sharing some of the curriculum decisions with her
students, Mary created an environment in which students had a
crucial

voice.

She

recognized that

this

voice

may

be

expressed in different ways, and she used multiple means to
evaluate participation from observing qroup work to assessing
essays.
Mary also nurtured classroom relationships by providing
opportunities for students to work together to analyze and
understand United states history.

From class discussions to

•

small group presentations, Mary constantly encouraged active
and cooperative participation.

It was

important that her

students learned to work with each other, and she spent quite
a bit of time reflecting on her cooperative learning ap
proaches.

Early in the semester she had this to say about

organizing qroups:
I
sometimes choose partners, but with this
assignment they have to meet outside of class, so I
try to let them have more flexibility.
It is
really hard for me, it's this big debate •••• but it
is also hard to pair people too ••• sometimes I just
do it randomly, but when I try to think about
personalities then it's this long affair of okay,
this person and this person, I've never seen them
talking so maybe they should work together, but
both are really quiet, so maybe this will help one
be more outgoing, but then this person is really
talkative and this person is really quiet, so maybe
she'll be overshadowed by the other one ••• so it is
150

•

•

hard. This is one of the hardest parts of qroup
work for me.
Mary used three approaches to orqanize qroups,

which

included lettinq students choose their own partners, randomly
selectinq qroups, or choosinq partners for them.

All of these

approaches had their pitfalls, accordinq to Mary, which was
why she used all three fairly equally. The time Mary spent
thinkinq

about

her

qroupinqs

for

cooperative

learninq

activities was indicative of how important she felt these
experiences were to the overall objectives of her classroom.
As mentioned earlier, at the heart of qroup activities in
Mary's classes was an effort to place students into the role
of the historical or social other.

•

As she said, for anythinq

that required meetinq outside of class Mary had her students
choose their own qroups.

From my observations, Mary used

random selection and prepared selections equally for quick inclass

qroupinqs.

For

lonqer

term

in-class

activities

includinq simulations, presentations and readinqs analysis,
Mary

tended

cooperative

to

use

prepared

qroup

selections.

learninq approach encouraqed

her

Mary's

students

to

actively participate in the development of critical social
understandinq.
For Mary, balancinq the needs of the individual to the
qroup

was

orqanization.

a

challenqinq

reality

within

school

Whi1e she saw problems with the trackinq system

that was used, she also saw some advantaqes.

•

her

below, she was undecided:

1.51.

As she described

I feel really torn about this because theoretically
I see a lot of problems with it •• and I think that
if you look at the distributions there are a lot of
class and race issues, and gender issues ••• the
lower levels are like 90% •• I'm exaggerating ••. but
they are mostly male. I think that they are used
as a dumping ground for behavior problems and I
don't like that either.
But I also think that
these people are put into smaller classes and for
most of them it is a positive thing, because for
whatever reason they want additional attention and
with thirteen or fourteen of them I can give them
additional attention. I think it is really
hard •••• even thinking about where to put people
next year is a hard decision ••• do I put them in a
smaller class where the work is too easy for them,
but they are getting the attention that they so
much want ••• or, U1!!1DJlUD ••• do I put them into a CP
(College Prep) class where they might act out for
attention •.• or because the work might be harder.
So I think it works in some ways, but not in
others.

•

Mary had experience with a heterogenous grouping system
in a previous teaching position.

While she saw advantages

with more equitable social groupings, she was disappointed by
the large class size which severely limited her ability to
provide needed individual attention.

•

Neither system suited

Mary, but she tried to take advantage of the strengths of
homogeneity while addressing the problems in a variety of
ways, including open discussion with her stUdents.

All these

issues of the school context, of student resistance, and of
tracking became grist for the social studies mill in Mary's
classroom.
Mary had a way of drawing students in which made many of
them feel important to the classroom community.

In one case,

I observed a low track student, Sara, who adamantly opposed
reading her essay to another student.
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Sara said she was not

•

•

a good writer and did not want anyone to read her work.

Mary

did not push her and simply said, "Ok, you do not have to, but
some time

I

would like to read something that

you have

written."

A week later when I went into observe, Sara had

brought in an unassigned five page essay on a class related
When I asked Mary about it, she

issue for Mary to read.

replied, "I know, I am as surprised as you are!

I'm not sure

what happened, but she has let me read a few things ••• and you
know ••• she

really

is

a

good

writer."

Mary shared this

feedback with Sara, telling her that she had some important
things to contribute.

After that, Sara became the most active

voice in Mary's class.

•

Like many teachers, there were aspects of the school
context with which Mary contended daily.

These included the

difficulty of modelling democracy within a "school environment
which is not particularly democratic."
injustice

within

addressed

the

education.

the

impact

school
of

was

the

Openly acknowledging

one

way

context

on

in which
her

Mary

students'

She also encouraged her classes to develop and act

upon ways to improve their situations.

By entertaining their

concerns and working them into her presentation of United
States history, Mary not only validated student issues, but
posited connections to her curriculum.

In the study of these

connections, students often saw ways of collective change.
This sometimes led them to action, and sometimes did not.

•

But

always, Mary emphasized the importance of group participation
to social change.

Most of her stUdents finished the year
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having had some collective experiences with social action.

•

Facilitating students' relationships with
course content and goals
Mary's student-centeredness was part of her desire for a
socially meaningful and relevant, yet rigorous, curriculum.
She used her alliance with students to encouraqe and foster
their relationships with the content of United States history
instruction. In some cases, this was a balancing act with Mary
working hard to create approaches which respected the needs of
the students, while meeting her standards of learning.
strategies, as we have seen, were varied.

Her

She used simula

tions, discussions, dramatizations, games, cooperative learn
ing activities, film critique, research projects and other

•

more traditional approaches like lecturing, formal testing,
and worksheet assignments.

She also employed a variety of

sources including biography, fiction, poetry, music, political
cartoons,

letters, art, costumes, and artifacts to expose

students to multiple perspectives.

Working with these many

sources and many strategies was challenging and made Mary
wonder aloud if she was meeting the goals she had established
for her course.
Maintaining a balance between

n

fun and riqor" was the

struggle that Mary labelled the primary focus of her planning
and practice.
conflict

Nothing illustrated this better than an ongoing

over the textbook used

in her honors

classes •

Although many of her students found it difficult to read, Mary
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•

•

liked the book.

the American People
amount

of

historic

social

events.

Histo~

She felt The Enduring vision: A
(Boyer,

history
This

1990)
and

contained a

significant

offered multiple

intention was

of

views

confirmed

by

of
the

author's introduction:
ThrOU'1hout

we have sought
to describe
the
and perspectives of ordinary people as
well as to account for the motivations of history's
qreat figures.
Our view of history is neither
riqidly top down or bottom up; rather, we see a
constant interplay between communities, regions,
and nation. As frequently as possible we introduce
students to real people from the past and allow
these participants to speak for themselves (p. v).
exper~ences

These goals were seemingly upheld

by the content

of the

chapters as witnessed by typical section titles includinq:

•

'Saving' the Indians
Young women and work in Industrialized America
CUltures in conflict
Public education as an arena of class conflict
Progressivism and social control: the movement's
coercive dimension
controversy in Black America
Wartime intolerance and hysteria
Racism and the Red Scare
Exploiting the West
The Gospel of success
The cult of domesticity
The middle class assault on the
workinq class culture
Routinized work; mass produced pleasure
Most of Mary's students found this book difficult Which she
saw as one of her qreatest challenqes:

•

Interviewer: As you said, I noticed a lot of
critical views of history are presented by the
textbook.
Mary: Yes, they are pretty critical although I
think that my kids sometimes miss that, I don't
know (laughs).
All they know is that they hate
reading it, but •••• to me ••••. its hard for me
because I feel they should be reading it, but there
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•

is so much resistance across the board, and I have
wonderful students, I
love them dearly,
but
they're ••••• they're so resistant to reading the
textbook, ahh... I think that part of it is that
it is difficult to read, but it has so much
interesting stuff in it ••• l can't understand that
they tell me its boring. I can understand it being
hard, I can understand it being long, I can
understand it being •• umm .•. in some parts very in
depth, but I can't understand it being boring!
Except for the fact that I think all those three
things to them make it boring, because they
can't •••• they can' t read enough •••• I think they
must just lose their concentration and then miss
all the parts that are so great.
They give all
these little details that are just, when I tell
them they all are like "Wow, that's so cool!" and
then .•• yet they miss it half the time in the
reading. Although now they are starting to get a
little bit better about picking it up.
In the above excerpt, Mary described confusion about her
students' resistance to the textbook despite the fact that
they seem interested in the material when relayed verbally.

•

According to Mary, students struggled so much with the written
presentation that they lost the interesting stories and the
important meanings.
for two reasons.
viewpoints

Mary was not ready to give up on the book

First, as just said, she valued the critical

presented,

and

secondly,

she

deemed

it

appropriate academic and developmental challenge for

an
10th

grade honors students:
The teacher next door (names her), she is wondering
whether or not we should continue using the book
because she really doesn't think that the kids do
a lot of reading in it. And to me ... like, well .•• I
think we have to make ways for them to do the
reading that they will be successful and of
course ••• I think ... I really do feel that in an
honors course we shouldn' t lower our standards
because .••••• I do see a big change in people
getting more and more resistant to reading as
technology or whatever, advances and people are
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•

•

more into this ••• give me information, give it to
me quickly and give it to me in a very interesting
way •.• and ummm ••••• " I .••• I don't want to have to
focus on anyone thing for very long." And I feel
that it is a qreat book and that they should be
able to read it, it's the only time that they
really have a textbook•.• in any history course
beyond this they really use ••••• we supplement a lot
with primary sources, but they really base their
whole course on primary sources, and I think before
you can read Nietzche you have to be able to read
this book {laughs) ••• and next year they read
Neitzche ••• so •••
Mary seemed to be saying that learning was not always
going to be "fast and fun", and that reading textual material
was an important skill for high school students, especially

•

college bound ones.

By this reckoning, Mary's problem was to

find

the material

ways

students.

to

make

more accessible

to

her

Again Mary tried a variety of techniques, some she

developed on

her

own

and some which were

suggested

by

students. These techniques included writing study guides,
conducting

student

note

presentations,

and

coordinating

dramatizations. The following excerpt contains her evaluation
of one of her attempts:

•

Interviewer: You mentioned last time that you
divided the chapter readings for small group
presentations ••• how did that work?
Mary:
I
think that worked pretty well ••••
umm ••. they're •••• there still is some .•••• it's like
any group presentation you get some that are really
powerful and like, that people have done a lot of
work on.
They'll try to make an attempt to do
something creative because they know that is what
I'm looking for, but you know they threw it
together at the last minute ••• that they really
didn't put a lot of time and effort into it. So •••
hopefully ••• I think .•.• I think that they, as far as
getting the information ••. umm. ••• across to them I
think that that definitely have more knowledge of
it than they did, but again I worry about the Whole
thing that •••• like for a lot of them I know that
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•

they are dependent on that and they are not going
to read the nine pages, they read their two pages
and that's where it stopped.
Umm ..••••.•. I'm not
sure how to make •.. how to create some kind of happy
medium where they can be getting it from both
places and I know that they are .. maybe that's
impossible.
So we'll see we'll probably do some
sort of adaptation of that •... umm.... definitely
when they have
a lot of reading to do.
I give
that one maybe a B+ (laughs) as a way to do it.
But I still haven't found that A+ way.
Mary's concern for academic riqor carried over into her
evaluation of her pedagogical method.

While she recognized

the importance of excitinq activities, she was conscious of
carefully

choosing

reflection.

experiences

In her own words,

that
II

I

promoted

substantive

feel very committed to

preparinq them for the future. It's a hard thing to balance
making it interesting and fun, and making it challenging.
making i t work for the future.

II

And

Her strugqle to develop ways

to better present difficult material was a process to which
Mary devoted siqnificant time and enerqy.
a

contradiction.

•

But perhaps this is

If this textbook was inaccessible,

then

there was a significant anomaly between its use and a student
centered

classroom.

It

seems

a

fine

line

between

inaccessibility and appropriate challenges in the classroom,
and as an outsider it was hard to judge where this case fell.
A glimmer of understandinq was offered by the only stUdent
interviewed who spoke of the textbook:
Well I know that it really isn't a high school
textbook which makes it hard, but the main thing
about it is just findinq the time to sit down and
do the reading, but once you do that ..... they tend
to qo off on little specific things that you may
not need to know too much about, but for qettinq
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•

•

the main ideas it is pretty useful.
It was crucial to Mary that her students were enabled to
use the materials, discussions, and activities of her course
to make personal and group connections to larger social
Her emphasis on cooperative learning respected

issues.

individual opinion, but also served to develop the skills of
collective response to the social issues under consideration.
A

search

for

understandinq

of

multiple

positions

and

suggestions for social chanqe were some of the most common
outcomes I observed in her classroom.

To Mary these discus

sions and activities were the most crucial aspects of her
curriculum..

•

For her students to focus on the connections

between past and present and to carefully and critically
analyze social issues with an eye for change were her primary
goals.

In the followinq activity, in which Mary links the

study of the Jim Crow laws with current racial attitudes, we
can see clearly what she valued in her students' interactions
relative to issues of the broader social context:

•

I taped an Oprah Winfrey Afterschool Special on
racism last year ••• I used it in class and it really
sparked a lot of excellent discussion. It's a tape
that talks about the discrimination that immigrants
face, but also about the discrimination that Native
Americans face, the discrimination that African
Americans face and ••• it represents all ideas in the
whole spectrum••• there are people like the Aryan
Nation, people who feel that its all been turned
around and affirmative action is no longer nec
essary ••• it's not only black and white ••• there are
Asian Americans who talk about the discrimination
they feel ••• and there's stuff on the LA riots. It
really includes a lot of perspectives and they
(students) have a lot to say because they really
don't discuss discrimination and racism in school,
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because I think a lot of people feel that if we
discuss it we're going to open up a can of worms or
something.
Mary used this activity to spark discussion about past and
present

views

of racism and discrimination.

•

While she

believed that many teachers do not openly talk about such
volatile issues in school, she did not shy away from the
opportunity for students to interact meaningfully with a most
difficult topic.
bother Mary.

Opening cans of worms apparently did not

Each class took this discussion in different

directions and many of the student comments, while they might
be uncomfortable to others, were not squelched by Mary.

Below

she characterized her classes' reactions to the tape:
The class make up really affects the discussion.
In my second period class there are four African
American students, and I think that is a different
dynamic than my all white classes.
Two of them
have very strong views and they're very vocal, and
I think that changes the nature of the discussion.
In my fifth period class, which is all white, the
discussion seemed to automatically have a different
emphasis ••• although the issues were kind of the
same, there is a different level of personal
involvement. They talked about interracial dating,
racism within the school and how we can break down
racism in society starting here. How people need to
talk to each other and how that is going to happen
here ••• and maybe someone will ask "Why don't you
sit at a different lunch table?" •••
Interviewer: So they talk about ways they can make
a difference?
Mary: Most of the classes want to talk about an
interesting contrast in the video between the Aryan
Nation people and this African American man who
starts by discussing cases of discrimination like
Hawkins, Eleanor Bumpers, and Michael Griffith
••• and then.... he goes on to make a statement
about how all white people should be destroyed.
This contrast is always one of the first things
that comes up for them. In my second period class,
one of my ABC stUdents said "You don't understand,
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•

sure maybe he's wrong, but I can totally understand
that anger •••• when you have been the object of
discrimination for so long that anger is going to
be there."
And we also discuss "How is that
different from the Aryan Nation guy?"
Mary talked about these class discussions as varying depending
on their demographics.

While she believed most of her

students were interested in considering these issues, she
found a different level of personal involvement expressed in
some of her classes.

While it made for uncomfortable moments

for some students, Mary's goal of illustrating multiple per
spectives was substantiated by differing opinions on the
issues, both from the tape and from the students.

Also inter

woven into the discussion was an emphasis on what students
could do in their own lives to make social changes.
•

There

seemed a constant refocusing of the lens from society, to
community, to classroom, to individual and back out again.
Mary saw these relationships of perspective as integral to her
students' understanding of social issues.

It was part of

seeing the many sides of a story:
I think it is something that we really need to
discuss •• when people never hear another side to the
story they just seem to become resentful of other
people ••• and ask "Why should they feel that way?"
Even my kids are ••• they say "Well Black people hang
out together at school and they exclude other
people from their qroups ••• and if they do that then
white people should be allowed to exclude other
people from their groups." Then stUdents will
challenge that and discuss it ••• and I think it is
really important for them to talk this over.
Mary was happy with her student discussions of this tape, but,

•

as always, encouraged them to challenge themselves and their
own perspectives on racism and discrimination.
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Mary said

that, for the most part, her students did listen to other

•

views and benefited by seeing social issues as complex.
Reflecting on what it meant in their own lives was also a
crucial component of Mary's objectives.

"What can

~

do about

it?" was a question often asked in Mary's classes, though not
always by her!

In the above activity example, Mary used a

current tape as a resource, but continued to connect it to
related events in the past:
We definitely talk about what is happening
currently and how it is similar to what happened in
the past ••• like the Chinese Exclusionary Act in
1882, the quota laws of the '20's, and Proposition
187. When we did WWII last year we talked about
anti-semitism in the 1940's and then whether they
thought that there are religious qroups which are
discriminated against today ••• we ask if religious
freedom has evolved or whether it has not.
This
kind of thing in this district brings up the hot
topic of religious neutrality ••• which they all want
to talk about. We also do Muckrakers' speeches •••
they can pick a school, a local, a state, or na
tional issue to expose ••. we have a lot of fun with
that too. They'll never forget what a Muckraker is
because they had to listen to all these speeches
about how horrible the cafeteria food is, how dirty
the school is •••

•

Weaving past and present social issues into the study of
united states history was the defining characteristic observed
in Mary's classroom.

students struggled with their under

standing of and relationships to difficult social concerns.
Activities, resources, discussion and opportunities for sig
nificant personal reflection focused primarily on the dev
elopment of skills of critical analysis, decision making, and
active participation in societal change.
Mary's classes,

In this way,

in

United States history became a living social
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record, open to critique, growth, and change.
Building classroom relationships which facilitated their
goals for social education was seen, by both Mary and Ruth, as
the most important aspect of teaching.
phasize the

importance

of

qroup

Mary tended to em

processing

and

decision

making, Ruth focused more on individual growth and develop
ment.

In

both

cases,

however,

the

relationships

they

established with and among their students and the relation
ships they built between their students and the course content
were subjects of much thoughtful self-reflection, evaluation,
and change.

Both searched, quite consistently, for better

ways to connect their

•

•

course,

while

students with the meanings

tirelessly

and

students' success •
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caringly

supporting

of the
their

•
Chapter 6
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

Conclusions
There are many pieces in the equation of teachinq.
Numerous parts that, even when understood individually, do not
perfectly clarify the whole.

In this study, I have attempted

to look at one aspect of teachinq; the perspective of the
teacher and its impact on the qoals, theories, and practices
of social education.

I suqqest that who a teacher is, what

she knows, and how she facilitates relationships with her

•

students has a profound impact on what passes for social
education in her classroom. More specifically, we examined how
perspectives of teachers concerninq social education shaped
their practice,

and what these views attempted to teach

students about democracy.

Teacher perspectives, however, are

larqely iqnored and unstudied phenomena (Calderhead, 1993).
It is an iqnorance which may have a number of costs, includinq
a lack of faith in the ability of teachers (Johnson, 1989), a
history of unsuccessful educational reform (Stanley, 1992),
and the persistence of patterns of social education which
continue to fail to substantively address the complexities of
our social world (Hartoonian, 1991).

The findinqs in this

phenomenoloqical study of two teachers will not solve these
164

•

•

problems,

but

they

do

offer

an additional

to

voice

the

That the

minimally studied arena of teacher perspectives.

perspectives of these two teachers informed the goals and
methods of their classrooms may not be surprising, but the
extent

to

experiences

which
of

their
the

views

meanings

influenced

their

of

education

social

students'
seems

siqnificant.
I

can

not

emphasize

enough

that

their

theories

of

teaching were found embedded within the everyday decisions
that the teachers made about their practice.

During the

study, the participants and I specifically discussed issues of
the day, week, or unit that they were facing in the classroom.
Both Mary and Ruth were hesitant to speak in general terms
•

about their teaching.

While Mary and Ruth discussed the types

of work attitudes they found useful, they had few platitudes
on education that they wished to share with me.

They did,

however, have specific goals for each lesson and unit, as well
as overall goals for the year that played out within the daily
enactment of their roles.
Drawing upon some aspects of a feminist epistemological
orientation, I used formal and informal interviews, classroom
observations, student interviews, and artifact analysis to see
how these goals formed consistent thematic patterns of social
education theory and practice. Within the stories of these two
teachers, I found philosophies of teaching woven out of their
assumptions, values, knowledge, experience,
•

(Kelchtermans,

and commitments

1993). Through ongoing discussions,
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a clear

picture of the processes of thought and action emerged as each
teacher

attempted,

on

a

daily

basis,

to

fulfill

•

the

expectations she had of her professional role.
Ruth and Mary showed us that who they were and what they
thought was integral to an understanding of what they did in
the name of social education.

In summary, the most sig

nificant findings of this study are that teachers do theorize
and that their theories matter. Their theories matter because
they

influence

the

types

of

educational

materials

and

experiences stUdents will be exposed to, the types of learning
skills they will develop, the kinds of messages they will
receive about our collective lives, the ways in which they
will interact with others to address social issues, and the
understandings they will develop about democratic citizenship.

•

Therefore, the nature of a teacher's social education
theory does have an impact on life in a democratic society.
Ruth's and Mary's influence can be found in the detailed
explanation of their views of themselves as social actors, the
ways in which they constructed theories of instruction, and
the commitments they made to relationship building in their
classrooms.
perspectives
practice

Understanding
can

along

the

influence
these

ways

social

three

lines

in

which

education
is

teachers'

theory

essential

to

and
the

implications to be drawn from this study.
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Teachers as social actors
One of the most consistent findings was that teachers,
such as Ruth and Mary, perceived themselves as social actors.
This

means

that

they

identified

personally

with

their

professional roles. "Living up to who you are" (Lyons, 1990,
p. 200)

as a teacher invo1ves this joining of the personal

with the professional.

The social values that a teacher holds

influences her perceptions of
goals,

her role,

her

professional

her understandings of the discipline area,

relationships with others.

and her

Even if she tried to sever her

home and work identities, she still would be communicating a
values

orientation to her

students.

willingly take on the role of a
•

students;

to

openly

recognize

It seems

human social

better to
actor with

responsibilities,

but

also

misgivings and mistakes.
In this study, both Mary and Ruth stood before their
classes as people.

They saw themselves as role models, but

ones that represented the human processes of thinking (Atwell,
1989), caring (Noddings, 1992), and valuing (Greene, 1988).

Their stories are,

for the most part,

representations of

teaching in the first person (Kozol, 1981).

For Mary this

representation involved sharing her focus on critical thinking
and collective

social action,

and for

Ruth,

it

emphasizing individual choice and responsibility.

involved
But, no

matter the difference in motivations, the personal presence

•

marking each practice was indelible •
To

support

a

human

face
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of

teaching

we

must

live

comfortab1y with teacher difference.

In the hotly contested

4It

arena of values education, this may be a difficult pill to
swallow (Wei1er, 1993).

As a nation we are sensitive about

the va1ues our students learn in schools.

Through political

manoeuvering at a11 leve1s we attempt to control not on1y what
and how teachers teach, but who they present themse1ves as in
the c1assroom (Giroux,

1985).

This constant f1utter of

competing activity surrounding social issues in education has
produced a surprising inertia (CUban, 1982). Teachers willing
to take on the responsibi1ities of social education are faced
with many institutional and societal obstacles to practices
other than those that present status quo definitions of our
past and present society (Sirotnik, 1983, McNeil, 1986).
Both teachers in this study recoqnized the existence of

4It

some barriers to their educational goals, but in very real
ways they c1aimed freedom over who they were as teachers, what
they taught, and how they interacted with their students.
Though

they

had

similarities

and

differences

in

their

definitions of social education, both Mary and Ruth engaged
themse1ves in the difficu1t responsibilities of citizenship
development.

In their own ways, they provided opportunities

for students to think critically about social issues and
propose change.
In the present political environment, the claiming of
difference in thought and practice may seem risky to many
teachers.

This is unfortunate for a

number

of

reasons,

including the clear lack of substantive change in social
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•

education

practices and

the missed opportunity

to teach

students that the processes of thinking and valuinq are human,
fallible, subjective, active, and most of all, involve social
responsibility.

Despite the possible risks, both Ruth and

Mary perceived their role as one of social action that united
their personal and professional lives.

Their emphasis on a

pedaqogy of caring (Noddinqs, 1992) made it possible for them
to collaborate with students to create a more responsive and
socially responsible curriculum.

Teachers as theorizers
To claim freedom over a professional life,
needs to have some epistemological stance.
•

a teacher

She must have some

assumptions about the role of the teacher as knower,

the

student as knower, and the knowledge of her discipline (Lyons,
1990).

These assumptions give her a framework for everyday

thoughts and actions, a sense of consistency of self and
practice.

This was the case for both Ruth and Mary who saw

knowledge as a shared process, not a commodity.

Neither

viewed herself as an authoritative knower.

Rather, they saw

themselves

construction

more as

facilitators

of the

of

knowledge through interactions with their students (Pagano,
1988).

In turn, their students were seen as valuable knowers,

bringing their own understandings into the larger classroom
arena of meaning making (Belenky, 1986).

•

Student perspectives were treated with respect by both
teachers and used as integral components of their teaching
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practice.

They cared what their pupils thought and felt.

And, to a differing extent, they involved them in decisions
about the curriculum and pedagoqy of the classroom (Brodhagen,
1995).

•

This is not to say that Mary and Ruth placed minimal

value on the content knowledge of their discipline.

On the

contrary, they both stressed the importance of learning about
history from many perspectives to inform analysis, discussion,
decision making, and action (Mathison, 1994).
The framing of knowledge by a teacher has an important
impact on the practices within her classroom.

Recognizing,

for example, that traditional views of United states history
are

limited

in scope and

ideologically biased

(Davis

&

Woodman, 1992) can cause a teacher to openly challenge the set
curriculum and search for additional materials which better
reflect the complexities of our history.

•

Understanding that

certain groups have been misrepresented or unheard within the
status quo curriculum may encourage a teacher to utilize
activities which allow her students to critically question
historical interpretations and to seek out other perspectives
(Banks,

1987, Nieto,

issues

including

allocation

of

1992).

In addition,

discrimination,

resources

equal

should be

related social

opportunity,

central

and

to classroom

discussion (Sleeter & Grant, 1988).
Both teachers in this project saw the study of United
states history as an opportunity to delve into these important
social issues within the frame of participatory democracy.
Each saw the potential in the study of U.
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s. history to inform

•

•

students about the social processes of democratic negotiation •
If their teaching approaches were a novel, the characters
would be the many people who influenced social issues over
time, especially the common people (Nash,

1989), the plot

would be the ongoing search for the democratic society amid
conflicting social values (Davis

&

Woodman, 1992), and the

narrative would be the interactions of the many perspectives
of the characters.
role as well.

The student as reader has an important

It is up to them to make sense of the novel and

to relate it to the issues they face within their own lives
and times.

The students are interpreters, but are asked to

invest their interpretations with an understanding of the
perspectives of historical others.
•

Mary and Ruth encouraged

their students to extend their critical thinking skills, but
at the same time asked them to develop what I call historical
empathy.

They wanted their students to see through the eyes

of another, even if just for a moment, with the hope that they
could

apply

this

understanding

to

more

current

social

concerns.
During the course of my time in their classrooms,

it

became clear to me that the epistemological frameworks of
these teachers had a siqnificant impact on their students'
experiences of social education.

I found that the teachers'

views of their roles as knowers, their students' roles as
knowers, and the roles of discipline knowledge defined social

•

education in their classrooms •
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Teachers as builders of classroom community
Building the classroom relationships which reflected the
epistemological frames important to Mary and Ruth was not an
easy task.

However, the relationships they developed with

their students were the most important mediums through which
they accomplished their goals for social education.
teachers'

cases,

presenting a

non-authoritarian

In our
view

of

teacher knowledge, encouraging students to flex their muscles
as

knowers,

and

introducing

a

broadened

and

critical

understanding of U. S. history required significant building
of trust.

Part of this was accomplished by the ways in which

Mary and Ruth communicated their roles to their classes.

They

encouraged the development of safe spaces through the respect
they showed to stUdents and their opinions, the interest they

~

displayed in the academic and personal lives of their pupils,
the constant encouragement they offered, the attention they
paid to students' concerns and interests, their Willingness to
be vulnerable

I

the desire they demonstrated for all their

students to be successful, and the faith they had in them to
discuss curriculum and pedagogical decisions.
Developing safe spaces for students to discuss the varied
social issues of democratic governance seems a worthy goal for
United states history instruction (Greene, 1988).

If our

students are to learn from history, they need to make some
meaningful connections to the people and the issues of the
past.

Teachers who are aware of the influence of classroom

relationships on educational outcomes can work with students
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•

to

build

the kinds of environments which foster

broad,

critical, and reflective approaches to the study of society.
As we have seen, encouraqinq students to make sense of the
world by interpretinq lived experience from as many viewpoints
as possible seems an effective strategy to connect students
with the social issues of the past and present (Greene).
The kinds of classroom relationships that foster these
outcomes demand a commitment to an ongoing process of trust
negotiation for teachers.

Mary and Ruth both told us that

this process takes time,

work,

and commitment,

but most

importantly, we found out that it involves an ethic of care
(Noddings, 1988).

•

In other words, it requires a profound

belief in the capabilities of the individual and the group to
construct

better

understandings,

to

develop

connections, and to labor for the common good.

valuable

Therefore, the

types of relationships built by teachers with their students
can be essential to the success of the goals, methods, and
outcomes of a teacher's theory of social education.

Implications
There are many things to be learned from working with and
writing about teachers.

But a few implications concerning the

importance of teacher perspectives emerged as valuable within
the

broader

discussion

about

social

education.

These

suggestions fall into two categories of concern to the field.
First are
•

implications for the education of pre-service

teachers, and second, implications for the classroom teacher.
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Implications for pre-service telcher education
stories

about

teacher perspectives may

be

important

resources from which many pre-service teachers could benefit
by reading and analyzing.

Reading about teacher theories and

their classroom observations would allow pre-service teachers
to get a feel for the everyday interaction of a teacher's
philosophy and practice.

They would be able to see both the

complexity and the necessity of making teaching decisions with
broader goals in mind.

Most importantly, students could try

to locate their own budding theories of education within the
web of information and advice they receive about teaching.

In

Becoming a student Qf teaching, Robert Bullough and Andrew
Gitlin

(1995)

educational

provide

the following

autobiographies

as

a

rationale

strategy for

for

using

developing

reflective practices in teacher education programs:
We are born into a particular family, holding
particular values, within a particular social,
economic, and political context that brings with it
specific problems and issues and ways of making
meaning. Educationally, it makes a difference,
then, if one is born in an urban setting to a
single, unskilled, and unemployed mother or to a
large rural farm family, and these differences are
expressed in how the world is made sensible and in
how and what one learns.
Made explicit, and then
competently articulated, the past as a story of
self forms the basis for powerfully entering
negotiation with new situations, like a first
teaching job.
From this grounding educational
judgements can be made and justified (p. 25-26).
Literature
important

on
for

reflective

practice

pre-service teachers

has

shown

that

to examine

it

their

•

is
own

experiences with education to identify assumptions that may
contribute to their professional
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identity

(Houser,

1996).

•

4It

They are sometimes tauqht to use this reflective analysis to
critique educational theories and their own practices,

but

they lack models of what this miqht look like on a daily basis
within the social context. of schooling.

Readinq about the

process of teacher theorizinq and its impact on practice and
classroom relationships may provide a constructive experience.
Teacher education proqrams need not limit themselves to
havinq students just read about teacher theorizinq.

The

majority of proqrams have field experience components in which
their students observe teachinq practice and participate in
teaching.

Many, however, do not require (or perhaps even

encourage) pre-service students to interview teachers about
their curriculum development and pedaqoqical decision-makinq.

4It

Teacher educators may be worried that cooperatinq teachers do
not hold the same types of theoretical positions as their
proqrams.

Perhaps they are concerned that teachers' views

miqht negatively influence pre-service teachers'
about

teachinq.

Iannacone

(1963)

showed

attitudes

that

teacher

education proqrams can not protect their pre-service teachers
from this bruisinq of their ideals, even if their time with
their

cooperatinq

unexamined

qap

teacher

between

is

the

limited.
ideals

of

And

in

fact,

teacher

the

education

proqrams and the realities of the classroom cause many pre
service

teachers

to

limit

their

conceptions

actually possible within a school settinq.

of

what

is

A closer analysis

of this gap is needed.

4It

One

approach

miqht

be

for
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pre-service

teachers

to

interview their cooperating teacher four or five times during

4It

a semester and compare their observations with each other and
with written studies.

In this way they could see how theory,

assumptions, and context interact to empower or limit teaching
practice.

And most importantly, they could consider what it

might entail to bring social education ideals and realities
closer together in their own practice.
Using field experiences to study the social contexts of
education is not a new instructional goal for teacher training
programs.

Most pre-service teachers spend some time learning

about the demographic, structural, cultural, and political
influences on schools and classrooms.

Some may even study the

many ways stUdents and teachers collude with or resist some of
these structural limits.

They learn about social problems

4It

facing the students they will work with and maybe even ways
schools and teachers can participate in social change.

These

issues challenge some pre-service teachers to rethink their
ideas about curriculum and pedagogy, these issues overwhelm
others, and to others they run a distant second to the
importance of teaching mathematics, science, literature, and
history. As shown in this study, the social context of the
classroom was defined broadly and given primary consideration
by Mary and Ruth. They saw the social context of the classroom
and the relationships developed within as the most crucial
aspects of instruction.
While the importance of social context may not be lost on
pre-service teachers, the complexity of its meaning when faced
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with a classroom is dauntinq to many.

It is easier to think

of children as individuals than to think in terms of social
(let alone political or economic) relationships.

Facilitatinq

relationships within the classroom, where students can see
themselves mirrored in the study of American history and
connected to each other in their search for understandinq and
social impact,

is somethinq that requires exploration and

practice.
Aqain, in field experiences, pre-service teachers could
conduct small observation studies throuqh which they could
characterize the classroom community and the roles of students
and

teachers.

They could interview

students

about

their

connections to the teacher, to other students, to teaching
•

practices and the curriculum content.

Pre-service teachers

could also ask teachers about the' classroom relationships.
They could question them about how they perceive the character
of each class limits or supports the qoals of the curriculum.
Supervisors and pre-service teachers can discuss how they
might foster the development of both individuals and the
classroom community.
teachers

could

All of this information pre-service

contrast with

other

studies

of

classroom

community.
The work involVed in identifying qoals and implementing
practices consistent with their perspectives is a difficult
and onqoinq process for most professionals.

As mentioned

above, for teachers it means examininq the assumptions that
•

lie

at

the heart of social education and observinq
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the

classroom community, including their own role within it.
involves

designing

and

revising

curriculum

and

It

~

teaching

methods which effectively support their goals, researching and
presenting new perspectives on social events/issues, and being
willing to take risks and push for changes.

This takes a lot

of time, honesty, commitment, and courage.

One may ask here

whether honesty, commitment, and courage can be taught in a
teacher training program, or if telling pre-service students
that teaching is hard work really offers any new insight at
all.

For most, it is not a lack of willingness, but a lack of

knowledge of how to revise curriculum,

research for

new

perspectives, find appropriate resources, and articulate their
theories to colleagues and stUdents (Bullough & Gitlin, 1995).
Models are needed, but also opportunities within teacher

~

education courses to search for teaching resources, discuss
multiple perspectives on social issues,
variety of teaching strategies.

and experience a

Most importantly, teacher

educators need to openly discuss their goals for courses and
solicit and use student feedback, including involving students
in curriculum, pedagogical, and assessment decisions. Teacher
educators
practices,

should
for

offer

critical

themselves,
study

by

and

their

student

classroom

participants.

Assignments which assist pre-service teachers in identifying
a broad variety of resources and materials, enable them to
revise existing curriculum to reflect many perspectives, and
design

teaching

strategies

to connect

meaningful ways would be useful.
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with

stUdents

in

Focusing on applications to

~

•

the classroom allows pre-service teachers to graduate having
had experiences of reflective practice with which they can
approach that first fearful year of teaching.
In Pride and Prejudice Jane Austen says that "few have
the courage to be in love alone, II perhaps this is the way of
teaching.

The articulation of a

colleagues,

to family,

important

aspect

professional.

of

to friends,
identifying

teacher's philosophy to
and to students is an
oneself

as

a

committed

While most schools do not value this articu

lation in any structured way, both teachers in this study have
identified

colleagues

with

which

ongoing decision-making processes.

they

can

discuss

their

They have found others

with whom they can carry on professional dialogues despite the
•

lack of formal forums and time to do so.

Teacher educators

may rightly lament this lack of time to collectively reflect
on practice within the schools, but there are ways to change
this for their students.

By encouraging opportunities for

group discussion of educational experiences with the goal of
further articulating individual theories of social education,
teacher educators can provide opportunities for students to
seek professional affiliation
students how

(Ellsworth,

1989).

to work cooperatively on the big

Showing
issues of

education may well result in the need and desire to continue.
We all value opportunities which connect us in our struggles
and praise us

•

in our successes.

It seems

engaged, committed, and courageous together.
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easier to be

Implications for Classroom Practices
If we were to generalize from Ruth and Mary's approaches,
then we would encourage all teachers to step back and ask
"What are my goals for history instruction?" and
want my students to learn?"

•

"What do I

If the answer is like our

teachers, to learn to be thoughtful analyzers of history and
to be able to apply critical understanding to citizenship
decisions, then broadening students' perceptions of history is
essential.

Most of us are the common people; however, we grow

up on a steady school diet of heroes.

We learn that his

torical change has been primarily accomplished by those with
political and economic power.

While an argument can be made

that social movements have produced many strong

leaders,

social change has mainly been a popular occurrence no matter
who is credited (Nash, 1989).

•

Looking at history textbooks,

many groups have wondered where they are, perhaps just as some
of our stUdents wonder how they could possibly impact society
as a common person.

If we want our children to participate

actively in building communal life, we need to show them how
responsibility for social change and growth has always rested
with the common people.
Critical thinkers never take historical accounts at face
value.

They ask important questions like "Who wrote this?"

"Why did they write it?"

and "What audience are they trying

to influence?"

If we want our students to think critically

about history,

we must help them to

questions.

Using

multiple
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ask

perspectives

these
to

crucial

illustrate

•

•

historical events is a useful way to invite comparisons which
can easily lead to the above questions.

Done repeatedly, as

by the teachers in this study, this approach can lead students
to always look at new material with these questions in mind.
Once a student learns about ideological bias, it is hard to
accept any account at face value.

The price of this approach

is more discussion, more initiative for inquiry, more genuine
research

opportunities,

and

more

interest

in

history.

connecting history to the lives of students may seem a
daunting task, but it is made easier if started with the
social concerns of students, for are they not the stories of
the common people?
Like Mary and Ruth, if we look at U. S. history as a
•

social story, then the struggle for democracy is the major
plot line. Practicing democracy in the classroom is a good way
to enable children to become caring and competent decision
makers within a social community.

On the surface it sounds

like a reasonable

proposal, but it is as radical as the

Boston Tea Party.

Facilitating the development of a dem

ocratic classroom requires teachers to examine their as
sumptions about education, including their ideas about the
appropriate role of the teacher and her students.

The

classroom playing field can be levelled by actively soliciting
student input on the curriculum, teaching methods, assessment,
and classroom relationships. Students are not empty vessels,
but have knowledge, goals, and concerns which can connect them
•

strongly to the issues identified in U. S. history and social
181

education.

In addition, talking openly about the realities of

•

schooling including standardized tests, state mandated goals,
the limits of the school and classroom structures, and the
negotiation of relationships within the context of schooling
directly addresses

issues of significant concern to many

students.

than

Rather

forcing

status

quo

expectations

unquestioningly, practice in participatory democracy involves
discussing school issues and allowing students to decide what
to accept and what to try to change.
Many teachers feel alone and isolated in their class
rooms.

In most schools there is little time where they can

discuss their work with their peers.

Unlike Mary and Ruth, it

is not common that teachers will look to their students for
support, encouragement, ideas, and assistance.

By sharing

•

responsibility for what happens in the classroom, teachers no
longer are isolated, for who cares about what occurs in class
more than their students?

Thinking aloud about their goals

and objectives, soliciting feedback on topics to be covered,
and listening to students' views on how they best learn are
ways in which teachers can include pupils in educational
decisions.

students can be excellent sources of ideas and

insights about effective teachinq practice.

They know what

works for them and, if asked, often come up with exciting and
innovative approaches.

As teachers, we know how students try

to negotiate expectations, attempting to gain some control
over requirements.
decision making,

Perhaps by including them in curriculum
students will energize their involvement
182

•

•

instead of tryinq to dummy down the requirements. By listeninq
to student input the responsibility for learninq is shared, as
is the responsibility for teachinq.
community

is

built

by

many

And we find that the

voices

with

shared

qoals,

activities, and commitments.
In conclusion, this study focused on the perspectives of
teachers as theorizers and the impact of their thouqhts and
decisions

on

classrooms.
themselves

the
It

as

quality
looked

social

at

of

social

how

actors,

constructed theories of teaching,

Ruth
the

education

in

and

described

ways

Mary
in

their

which

they

and the commitments they

made to build relationships in their classrooms.

For the most

part, aspects of a feminist epistemoloqical orientation were
•

used to uncover the teachers' practical theories which were
qrounded within everyday practice. As noted, there were some
differences between Ruth's and Mary's perspectives and some
stronq similarities. Of these similarities, most important was
that

their

practical

theories

influenced

the

types

of

educational materials and experiences to which they exposed
their students.

Their perspectives impacted the types of

learninq skills emphasized, the kinds of messaqes students
received about society, the ways they interacted with each
other to address social issues, and the understandinqs they
developed about democratic citizenship.
The fact that teachers theorize and that their theories
matter has important implications for pre-service educators,
•

as

well

as

for

classroom practices.
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These

implications

include encouraging pre-service teachers to reflect upon who
they

are

and

want

to

be

as

professionals,

4It

providing

opportunities for them to interview practicing teachers about
their theory building,

further using field experiences to

explore the impact of teachers' perspectives on the practice
of social education, and making time for pre-service teachers
to critically discuss the influences of teacher perspectives.
Implications

for the classroom teacher include connecting

students

social

to

issues

by

exposing

them

to

multiple

perspectives, examining bias in historical interpretation, and
telling stories about the common person's role in history.
Finally, this study provides additional support for the idea
that

building

interactions

classroom

environments

are modelled allows

in which

students to

democratic
discuss

and

4It

practice participatory citizenship.
When I entered the lives of these two teachers,

I was

interested in developing some understanding of the social
action of teaching.

I never counted on being transformed by

their thoughtfulness, their energy, and their commitment to
reflective practice.
under this same light.

I believe many of their students grew
If we, as a nation, are serious about

educating our children about democratic citizenship, then we
must support the theoretical voices of our teachers. Perhaps
it is as Maxine Greene (1988) suggests:
A teacher in search of her own freedom may be the
only kind of teacher who can arouse young persons
to go in search of their own (p. 14).

4It
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